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LILY GLADSTO 


“He's doing his Wolverine thing.” 
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WELCOME 


A MAN WALKS into a bar... Classic joke 
set-up, right? Except, this isn’t ajoke you’ve 
heard before. For one thing, it’s not aman 
but an X-Man who’s nursing his drink, and 

a resurrected X-Man at that — clawed 
berserker Wolverine. For another, he’s about 
to encounter the most chaotic force in 
comic-book history — red-suited meta-imp 
Deadpool. And this joke is the biggest, wildest 
one you'll ever experience, spilling out from 
that bar into the entire MCU. Yes, Ryan 
Reynolds is no longer just the Merc with 

a Mouth. He’s the Merc with a Multiverse. 
Hold onto... well, everything. 

In 2024, superhero fatigue is real. 
There’s spandex everywhere. Multiple 
Batmen. Dark rumours of a Morbius 2. You'd 
be forgiven for wanting to lie down and take 
asuper-nap. But Deadpool & Wolverine, the 
only Marvel film out this year, looks set to 
deliver something refreshing. Namely, 
an R-rated, piss-taking, cameo-jammed 
deconstruction of all things Marvel, as well 
as a bromance between two iconic characters 
who haven’t crossed paths since 2009's dire 
X-Men Origins: Wolverine (expect lots of quips 
about that film). There will also be a big, flappy 
dog-tongue, thanks to our cover star Peggy, 
unleashing woofy havoc as Dogpool. You 
didn’t get that in Avengers: Endgame. 

Our huge cover story by Chris Hewitt, 
starting on page 48, sees Reynolds, Hugh 
Jackman and more revealing what awaits. 
Elsewhere, we talk Bad Boys: Ride Or Die 
with the naughty cops themselves, Will 
Smith and Martin Lawrence. And we travel to 


Los Angeles to spend a day with Lily Gladstone, 
to see what she’s up to post-Killers Of The 
Flower Moon. 

Unless Deadpool has managed to get inside 
our system and change it all to pictures of 
chimichangas, that is. That guy gets everywhere. 


Enjoy the issue. 


NICK DE SEMLYEN 


@nickdesemlyen 


SUBSCRIBER COVER 


This month’s exclusive subscriber cover by Murugiah 
A multi-disciplinary artist, illustrator and designer, Murugiah 
brings his playful and colourful aesthetic to our exclusive 
Deadpool & Wolverine subs cover. See more of his work at 
murugiah.com 


Empire, (ISSN 0957-4948, USPS 6398) is published every 4 Weeks by H Bauer Publishing Ltd, The Lantern, 75 Hampstead Road, London, NW1 2PL, 
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11413, USA. Subscription records are maintained at Bauer Media, Subscriptions, CDS Global, Tower House, Sovereign Park, Lathkill Street, Market 
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Here: Deadpool (Ryan 
Reynolds) makes a flying 
visit. Below: Cord 
Jefferson does it by 

the book. 


first word 


The first word on Anthony 
Mackie’s return as the ultimate 
agent of shield. 


[ 2 Ti West on bringing 
his Mia Goth horror trilogy to 
a bloody sexy end. No need 
for acomma. 


[4 


Joseph Gordon-Levitt talks 
working with the world’s 
leading Foley artist, Eddie 
Murphy. The heat is on. 


tl 8 An audience with 


Hit Man’s hit woman. 


2 9 Empire’s own lan 


Nathan tells us about his epic 
documentary about James 
Cameron’s classic. This time 
there’s more. 


3 { Slytherin’s finest, 


Tom Felton, takes the most 
difficult quiz this side of the 
Defence Against The Dark Arts 
oral exam. 
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ri 0 If you don’t feel Joy 


while reading this, we’ll be 
filled with Disgust. 


7 6 You want insects in 


your movie? Call this guy. No 
human centipedes, mind. 


reviews 
3 2 Not to be confused 


with Beast (2017), Beast (2022) 
or The Beast (1988). 


3 1 Should you fall in to 
Prime’s big video-game series? 8 2 
Will and Martin tell us 
4 3 about the Bad Boys 4 life. 
Look out for the 


Northern Irish sequel, ‘The 8 8 
Baby (LeRoy) talk. 


features final cut 


4 8 9 4 The Oscar-winning 


Ryan Reynolds and Hugh star on playing killers, 
Jackman on the biggest monsters, and newspaper 
team-up since that time editors (same difference). 


Magnum was on Murder, 
tl 0 0 Team Empire 


She Wrote. 
5 6 is quietly judging Paul 
Empire talks to Thomas Anderson. 


the scene-stealer of the 
flower moon. | 0 2 

Cord Jefferson on 
how to stick a landing. 


6 4 A British superhero 


flick from Rapman. aA { 0 8 
ve David 


Which is apt, as he 
was bitten by Dastmalchian on his most 


a radioactive rap. 


memorable moments. 
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“When the chance came to talk to Bad 
Boys’ Will Smith and Martin Lawrence, 
| answered the call, as Empire’s 
Baddest Boy (I once got three 
detentions in a row). Their chemistry 
was evident immediately, bellowing 
greetings and swapping stories. Shit 
just got real entertaining.” 


“It was a glitchy Zoom call, but Lily 
Gladstone transcends even tech 
gremlins. After an illuminating hour 
with her, wherein her warm, gracious 
energy cut through the miles from LA, 
instead of griping about tech | instead 
wished every interview subject was 
such a gem.” 


“Steven is the kind of human who 
reminds me what childhood 
excitement felt like. It’s a small 
world given that he was part 
of my formative cinematic 
experiences without me ever 
knowing it until now. The world is 
one big, beautiful baby.” 
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Fi ; ms in _*. 
Concert 


Avatar // Ghostbusters // Top Gun: Maverick // 
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows™ Part 2 // 
Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark™ 


with alive 
symphony orchestra 
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COMMENT 


LETTER OF THE MONTH 


FE Piva re 


Back in 2004, at the age of 19, my new girlfriend 


gave me a copy of Empire on Christmas morning 


as part of my present. I thought this was 

a great gift. I didn’t realise that she had set up 
asubscription for me. Every month since that 
day I have received a new Empire magazine in 
the post. It is the best present anyone has ever 


bought me. Anyway, she was obviously a keeper. 


This summer will be our 20th year together. 
Love you, Jan. 

JORDAN WILLIS, BALLYCLARE 

Daaawwww! This is so sweet. It’s true what they 
say: couples who read Empire together, stay 


together. Have a Picturehouse membership on us, 


the pair of you. 


e Empire's star letter wins a Picturehouse 
ithe Membership, valid for one year at all 
2 Picturehouse Cinemas across the UK, 
powrse including the flagship Picturehouse Central 


in London’s West End. The Membership 
comes pre-loaded with five free tickets, and gets you access to exclusive 


discounts on food, snacks and drinks. When you write to us, please include 


your full contact details so we can arrange delivery of your prize. 
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ON THAT EXPLOSIVE EPISODE OF 
X-MEN ’97: 
Makers of the X-Men movie take note. The bar 
has just been set, and it’s pretty fricking high. 
DANIEL LILES 


| am writing to you on the ten-year anniversary of 
your 2014 feature, ‘8301 Greatest Movies Of All 
Time’. Me and my girlfriend have spent the last 
decade working our way through it. It has been an 
education with a lot of highs and some very deep 
lows (I’m looking at you, David Lynch). If you do 
a list again...it should take us a lot less time. 
NICK REEVE & EMILY ASHTON, VIA EMAIL 
We salute your commitment to great films, 
youse two! (Though we have no truck with this 
Lynch slander.) 


Christ, the latest #empirepodcast is like 
a methamphetamine fever dream 
#ButtonMoon 
@DONTTAKENOSITH 


Every month Empire has a cover or article 
related to Star Wars. It needs to stop. You are 
wasting my subscription and let’s face it, who 

really cares anymore? 
MARK WYCHE 
How wude! Apologies to all readers who find 
our Star Wars references rough and coarse 
and irritating. 


PREVIOUSLY, IN EMPIRE... 


SEPTEMBER 2000 


It was way back in 2000 that 

Hugh Jackman’s Wolverine first 
graced our cover, just before the 
release of the original X-Men film. The 
landscape for superhero movies was 
very different back then: we reported 
that Marvel had been struggling for 
years to get films made. “Producers 
seemed to be lining up Marvel’s 
creations in development hell,” we 
wrote. (Deadpool! was still a way 
away — though producer Lauren 
Shuler Donner rather prophetically 
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noted that “there’s a million stories in 
the X-Men world... we very much see 
it as a franchise”.) 

Jackman, for his part, recalled 
winning the role the day before 
his 31st birthday, and thinking, “I wish 
I'd read X-Men. What’s the character’s 
name again?” But even back then, 
he recognised it as a pretty big 
deal. “There’s a responsibility playing 
Wolverine,” he told us. Could he 
have known he’d still be in the role, 
a quarter of a century later? 


THE BIG QUESTION 


THIS MONTH WE ASKED: 
AFTER KONG, WHICH MONSTER 
SHOULD GODZILLA TEAM UP 
WITH NEXT? 


Obvious: Digby, the 
Biggest Dog in the 
World. The timeless 
tale of a giant 
lizard and his 
four-legged friend. 
@DAMIEN_A_P 


There is only one 
correct answer. 
Step into the 
spotlight, George 
Sanderson [from 
Monsters, Inc.]. 
Your destiny 
awaits you. 
Totoro. @THE_BARANYAI 

@ELISABETHHOBBES 
Gamera! 
Easy. Begins with @JLWROOT 
a ‘Gr’ and ends 
with ‘emlins!’ 
@SMITH_M_D 


Mr Blobby. 
@PLANT_SAUCE 


WATCH OUT FOR THE NEXT QUESTION VIA OUR 
X ACCOUNT: @EMPIREMAGAZINE 


EMPIRE MAGAZINE, THE LANTERN, 75 HAMPSTEAD ROAD, LONDON NW1 2PL 
LETTERS@EMPIREMAGAZINE.COM / @EMPIREMAGAZINE (#EMPIRELETTERS) / FB.COM/EMPIREMAGAZINE 


NEW 
YORK 
FILM 
ACADEMY 


College of 
Film, Media & Performing Arts 


NYFA.EDU 


NEW YORK + LOS ANGELES «+ MIAMI + AUSTRALIA + ITALY - ONLINE 


Not all programs are offered at all locations. 


AN OFFER 


BY THE EMPIRE 
TEAM 


Za J. sissy 
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THE ULTIMATE EMPIRE EXPERIENCE 


Reading the magazine is only the beginning. To get closer to Hollywood than ever before, 
join the Empire VIP Club. Screenings with A-listers in the house, our deep-dive Spoiler 
Special podcast, the magazine direct to your door with bespoke covers, plus free cinema 
tickets. All for the incredible value of £99.99 a year. Join us today! SCAN HERE 


GREATMAGAZINES.CO.UK/EMPIREVIP 


Os & 


STAR WARS: THE ACOLYTE ae J gi 
EXCLUSIVE SUBSCRIBER COVER BY NADA Ya ° 
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Z- VIP MEMBERSHIP 
)) TS | ONLY £99.99 
ins PER YEAR” 
ULM LS5 Worth over £130! 


. INCLUDES: 


—— i @ Exclusive live events, including 
— ‘ee = preview screenings and Q&As 
 — ————_ @ 13 print issues of Empire a year 


| ee. = Picturehouse or Cineworld 
ee Cinemas’ My Cineworld Plus 
7 q membership, with two free 
cinema tickets** 


Access to the Empire Spoiler 
Special podcast 


| —wan. = 
4 —— un 2 & . \¥ : | @ Exclusive collectible covers 
a | @ Digital edition of Empire 
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THE WORLD’S BIGGEST MOVIE MAGAZINE 


Terms & Conditions: *Offer ends 05/06/2024. We can currently offer the Empire VIP Club Membership to UK customers only. Your magazine will start with the next available issue. Prices quoted apply 
when paying by annual recurring payment. Six-month payments and one-off payments are also available, please see website for details. The minimum term is 13 issues. After your first 13 issues your 
Membership will continue at this offer price unless you are notified otherwise. You will not receive a renewal reminder and the recurring payments will continue to be taken unless you tell us otherwise. 
This offer cannot be used in conjunction with any other offer. **Details of how to redeem your Picturehouse or My Cineworld Plus membership and tickets will be sent to you via email once payment has 
been received and after the 14-day cooling-off period has passed. Please note this can take up to 16 days. NB: To sign up with Picturehouse you will need to be 16+ years old. 


ALL THE ESSENTIAL INTEL, FROM HOLLYWOOD AND BEYOND 


Stars & Stripes 2.0 


CAPTAIN AMERICA: BRAVE NEW WORLD 


WORDS CHRIS HEWITT 


STEVE ROGERS MAY be gone (or, at the very 
least, retired, spending his days watching The 
Chase), but the Captain America business is 

still going strong. That’s the message of next 
February’s Captain America: Brave New World, 
the fourth film in the franchise, but crucially, the 
first to feature Anthony Mackie’s Sam Wilson as 
the new Cap. “It’s really his coming-out show,” 
director Julius Onah tells Empire. “It’s about 
putting him through the paces.” 

In case you haven’t been keeping up, Wilson 
was handed the shield by an aged Steve Rogers 
(Chris Evans) at the end of Avengers: Endgame in 
2019. However, it took six episodes of Disney+ 
show The Falcon And The Winter Soldier before 
Sam fully embraced his new identity. The final 
title card of that show read simply, ‘Captain 
America And The Winter Soldier’. “Sam has 
finally embraced the idea of being Captain 
America,” says producer Nate Moore. “He’s taken 
on the Stars & Stripes. He’s made it very public. 
But now what? Where does he go from there?” 

Opposite the pointy end of Harrison Ford’s 
finger, that’s where. Brave New World throws Sam 
into the middle of a complicated relationship 
with the President Of The United States, General 
Thaddeus ‘Thunderbolt’ Ross, the anti-heroic 
architect of the Sokovia Accords and long-time 


thorn in the Avengers’ sides. “The plan was 
always to make Ross the president,” says Moore 
of the character who had been played by William 
Hurt since the dawn of the MCU. Hurt’s death in 
2022 prompted a decision to recast the role with 
Ford. “We were very sad when William Hurt 
passed, because he was very excited about the 
movie,” Moore reflects. “But we could not be 
luckier to have Harrison Ford stepping into those 
shoes and embracing what Bill did in the previous 
films, but taking the character in a new direction.” 

Empire has seen impressive footage from the 
film, and that new direction doesn’t just mean 
that Ross’ trademark moustache has gone. This is 
a Ross who’s attempting to be more conciliatory, 
inviting Wilson to the White House and asking 
him to assemble a new team of Avengers. 
Whether Sam accepts or not is another matter. 
“Part of the challenge for Sam as Captain 
America, working within the government, is the 
way he’s going to make decisions,” teases Onah. 
“The point of view he’s going to have will at times 
put him at odds with the President.” 

At first, though, he’s on Ross’ good side, 
helping to save him from an assassination 
attempt when a group of seemingly random folk, 
including aged Super Soldier Isaiah Bradley (Carl 
Lumbly), are turned into Winter Soldier-style 
weapons. After that, Sam will be plunged into 
a desperate race to capture the suspect behind 


— 


the attack: Samuel Sterns (Tim Blake Nelson), 
last seen being mutated by gamma-irradiated 
blood in 2008’s The Incredible Hulk. He’s been 
laying low since then, but is ready to emerge as 
The Leader, a bad guy so smart he would never 
lose The Final Chase. “The Samuel Sterns you 
met in The Incredible Hulk is a bit different now,” 
says Moore, teasing the green-skinned, elongated 
noggin that is The Leader’s trademark. “Sam 
finds himself almost standing between Samuel 
Sterns and what he thinks the government owes 
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Harrison Ford as 
President Thaddeus 
Ross; Director 
Julius Onah, Xosha 
Roquemore and 
Mackie on set. 


him, and how he wants to go about getting that.” 

All that will test the Wilson-Ross 
relationship; a later scene sees an irate POTUS 
telling Sam that “you're not Steve Rogers”. And 
this is a film, according to Onah and Moore, that 
will be accentuating the differences between the 
two. Sam may have wings, but he doesn’t have 
powers. “The action in this movie is incredibly 
exciting because this is a guy who can break, this 
is a guy who can bleed,” says Onah. “We get to 
have a lot of fun pushing him to the limit.” 

Sam is also a more outspoken personality 
than Steve Rogers. “You know, Sam certainly has 
a mouth, and that’s what’s so fun about having 
Mackie in this role,” says Onah. “He’s incredibly 
charming, he’s incredibly witty. We are going to 
see that full spectrum of what he can do. I like to 
think of this movie as putting the period at the 
end of the sentence, ‘Sam Wilson is Captain 
America.” He could do this all day. 


CAPTAIN AMERICA: BRAVE NEW WORLD IS IN CINEMAS 
FROM 14 FEBRUARY 
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Taking 
a shot at 
the ‘80s 


WORDS BEN TRAVIS 


TI WEST HAS long been fascinated with 
reviving horror history. His interconnected 
duology of X and Pearl — telling the twin stories 
of wannabe-star-slash-porn-performer Maxine 
Minx and wannabe-star-slash-serial-killer 
Pearl, both played by Mia Goth — brought fresh 
blood to’70s classic The Texas Chain Saw 
Massacre and early Technicolor ’30s 
masterpiece The Wizard Of Oz, respectively. 
Now, with trilogy-capper MaXXXine, West 
and Goth are taking Maxine — and maybe even 
Pearl too — forward in time, into the seedy heart 
of 1980s Hollywood. “The ’80s aspect of it was 
a natural, chronological thing,” says West. Set 
six years post-X, we’ll find Maxine trying to 
break beyond porn, stepping into scary sequel 
‘The Puritan II’. “She’s trying to transition into 
the next phase of her career towards becoming 
a star. Her way into that is not necessarily, like, 
Terms Of Endearment, you know?” laughs West. 
Exploring the dark side of 1985 Los Angeles 
brought plenty of opportunities with it — not 
only referencing real-life serial killer The 
Night Stalker (aka Richard Ramirez), but the 
Satanic Panic fervour and home-entertainment 
moral fears that defined the decade. “The 
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backdrop of that is very relevant to the story,” 
West teases, “as well as the rise of movies 

and music in a sort of subversive, home-video, 
heavy-metal, controversial, censorship era. It 
was avery tense time in [terms of ] the reaction 
to certain content.” 

The disparity between that palpable 
danger and LA’s veneer of cinematic glamour 
provides visual inspiration too — just as Pearl 
was visually distinct from X, MaXXXine will 
be another stylistic switch-up. “A big part of 
the aesthetic of the movie is the shiny parts of 
Hollywood [versus] the seedy parts of Hollywood,” 
explains West. “The shiny type of movies that are 
made, and then the sleazy or low-budget type 
of movies that are made. In the same way that 
Pearl’ Technicolor-adjacent vibe is part of the 
aesthetic, this is more influenced by the aesthetic 
of both A- and B-movies in the 1980s.” Expect 
vintage lenses and zooms for an authentic feel, 
plus retro lighting set-ups and plenty of 
prosthetics. “We just did everything the way you 
would always traditionally do it,” West promises. 
“There’s not a lot of modern trickery with it — 
mostly it’s the same way you would have made it 
back then, with the same equipment.” 

Rather than “dorky ’80s”, West is aiming 
for the “urban, gritty 80s” lesser portrayed on 
screen. “Terminator is just as much an ’80s 
movie as The Breakfast Club,” he points out. 
And more than directly homaging ’80s horror, 
MaxXXine is all about tying a bow on West’s 
own trilogy. “It is full of things that are 
referential to the trilogy as a whole — like, to an 
absurd degree,” he says. “People will go, ‘That 
red light, it’s Argento!’ But it’s more, there’s not 
ascene in MaXXXine that does not have some 
subtext related to the [trilogy] as a whole.” 

Expect a killer finale, then. Or is it? 

“T’m pretty confident this is the end of the 
trilogy,” states West. “However, there is one 
asterix related to it, so it may be not totally the 
end.” That still-under-wraps idea is “certainly 
not what anyone would expect”, he suggests 

— ruling out a’90s-set Maxine story, or Pearl 
pitchforking the ’50s. “What these three movies 
are doing from a plot standpoint, they exist in 
their own thing,” West says. “But there is a way 
to add on to it. We'll see.” Whatever happens, 
there will be blood. 


MAXXXINE IS IN CINEMAS FROM 9 AUGUST 


Illustration: Russell Moorcroft 
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New cop on 
the beat 


JOSEPH GORDON-LEVITT ON PARTNERING UP WITH EDDIE 
MURPHY FOR BEVERLY HILLS COP: AXEL F 


WORDS NICK DE SEMLYEN 


TO BE FLUNG into any 40-year-old movie 
franchise as a key new character is a daunting 
prospect. To be flung into Beverly Hills Cop, the 
most iconic Eddie Murphy series there is... well, 
let’s just say that for Joseph Gordon-Levitt, cast 
as Axel Foley’s new LAPD partner Bobby Abbott, 
the heat was on, and on, and on. 

Luckily, Gordon-Levitt stayed cool as ice. 
For one, he has experience in playing cops. “I’ve 
played a Gotham PD, a New Orleans PD, and now 
a Beverly Hills PD,” he smiles, referring to The 
Dark Knight Rises and 2020 Netflix film Project 
Power. “I have a lot of badges.” For another, he 
quickly found common ground with Murphy. 
“The first time we really started improvising 
together was in a car. And shooting car scenes, 
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you can’t get out for big chunks of time. On that 
first day, waiting for the rig to reposition, we 
started talking about the song ‘Let The Good 
Times Roll’. The original version, the Harry 
Nilsson cover, and then other songs with that 
phrase in, by Sam Cooke and Jimi Hendrix... 
Eddie’s kind of a nerd about those things, as am I.” 
The actor, like everyone in the ’80s, grew up 
loving Murphy. But it was his sibling Dan who 
was the true Foley fanatic. “He sadly died 14 
years ago, but when I was growing up my older 
brother was a huge Eddie Murphy fan,” says 
Gordon-Levitt. “SNL, Beverly Hills Cop, ‘I’m 
Gumby, dammit!’ So I have a really warm place 
in my heart for Eddie as a performer. I thought 
about [Dan] every day [during the shoot]. All 
the time. And I talked to Eddie about that.” 
Adding to the emotion of the experience 


From top: Partners in crime-solving: Joseph Gordon-Levitt 


and Eddie Murphy; Beverly Hills badass. 


was a reunion with Bronson Pinchot. “He 
played this crazy character in one episode of 
8rd Rock From The Sun for one episode,” beams 
Gordon-Levitt (Big Giant Head devotees will 
know it’s the 1996 episode ‘Ab-dick-ted’). 
Pinchot is back in Axel F as art-gallery maniac 
Serge, as well as two fellow fan favourites, Judge 
Reinhold’s Rosewood and John Ashton’s 
Taggart. Gordon-Levitt’s challenge is to punch 
through alongside such veteran scene-stealers. 

He seems confident that Bobby Abbott will 
protect, serve and entertain. “This character 
is a bit strait-laced — I am an actual Beverly 
Hills cop, whereas Axel Foley is a cop from 
Detroit who finds himself in Beverly Hills — but 
he’s not a simple straight man,” he says. “I also 
get my licks in. I wouldn’t be living up to this 
crazy opportunity if I wasn’t going to have a few 
myself. We got to do some really fun stuff.” 

He also came away with a list of essential 
viewing, thanks to his new scene, and on-screen, 
partner. “Eddie said, ‘There’s one stand-up special 
you have to see — Richard Pryor: Live On The 
Sunset Strip, So I did, and it was amazing.” When 
Murphy lays down the law, you obey it. 


FIRST WORD 


“FRANKENSTEIN 
A WITH TWO TAKES ON 
MARY SHELLEY’S SEMINAL 
NOWEL ON THE WAY, 


EMPIRE ASKS: WHICH VICTOR 
WILL BE THE VICTOR? 


WORDS JORDAN KING 


MONSTER MADNESS STAR POWER MAVERICK VALUES SPECIAL SOURCES 
WINNER: 
OVERALL WINNER: 
WINNER: WINNER: WINNER: BOTH FILMS ARE IN CINEMAS IN 2025 


DAFT MUSINGS FROM THE WARPED MINDS OF TEAM EMPIRE 


ANEW BOY GENIUS SANDY SEQUEL STARS SHAKIRA’S 
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What happened in Vegas 


THE HITS, THE STUNTS, THE REVELATIONS, THE F-BOMBS. EMP/RE CONSIDERS THE 
BIGGEST QUESTIONS TO COME OUT OF LAS VEGAS MEGA-EVENT CINEMACON 


WORDS DAN JOLIN 


IT’S THE ANNUAL event where the big studios 
show off all their newest and shiniest wares. It 
is where franchises are launched, sequels are 
announced, footage is unveiled, big stars present 
and studio bosses dress up in silly costumes. 
Currently held at Caesars Palace in Las Vegas, 
the gathering formerly known as ShoWest (it 
was renamed in 2011, presumably to be more 
like Comic-Con) is organised by NATO. No, not 
the international military alliance, silly: the 
National Association of Theatre Owners. 


What footage got the biggest reaction? 

The king (or rather emperor) of this year’s Con 
was Gladiator IT, which Sir Ridley Scott, via 
video message, claimed was “possibly even more 
extraordinary than the first”. The reportedly 
thrilling footage shown backed this bold claim 
up, with scenes of gladiators fighting monkeys, 
arhino and — nom nom — sharks. 
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What were the big announcements? 

The toy/game crowd must have been pleased 
with the news that the G.I. Joe/Transformers 
crossover teased at the end of Rise Of The Beasts 
is definitely happening, while the long-mooted 
Monopoly movie is now passing go at Margot 
Robbie’s production company. There’s also 

a “gritty, R-rated” live-action Teenage Mutant 
Ninja Turtles in the works (they must have 
turned 18), based on recent comic book The 
Last Ronin. Plus, Star Trek will be finally 
beaming back to our cinema screens with the 
prequeltastic Untitled Star Trek Origin Story 
(not the final title), written by Seth Grahame- 
Smith (Pride And Prejudice And Zombies) and 
directed by Toby Haynes (Black Mirror, Andor). 


What else went down well? 

The worldwide debut of Joker: Folie A Deux 

— featuring that lipstick-smile trick shot — 
made the audience go Gaga, while other 
exhibitor-exciter highlights included M. Night 


Shyamalan’s Trap, Robert Eggers’ Nosferatu, 
Blumhouse’s reheating of The Blair Witch 
Project, and Aziz Ansari’s Good Fortune, which 
co-stars Keanu Reeves as an angel. 


Any surprising omissions? 

Sadly, Reeves didn’t turn up, despite also 
appearing in another CinemaCon hit, John 
Wick spin-off Ballerina. And while DC Films 
co-boss Peter Safran was there to reveal 
documentary Super/Man: The Christopher 
Reeve Story, his wingman, James Gunn, was 
notably absent (in person), with nothing from 
Superman: Legacy to show. Similarly, we 

were denied the expected reveal of Mission: 
Impossible 8, while animated Lord Of The Rings 
movie The War Of The Rohirrim was kept firmly 
in the stable. 


Were there any big stunts? 
It wouldn’t be CinemaCon without a stunt or 
two. New footage for Jon M. Chu’s Wicked was 
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Clockwise from 
left: Giddy up! 
Paramount’s Chris 
Aronson arrives on 
stage dressed as 

a gladiator; Dwayne 
Johnson hypes up 
Moana; Tim Burton 
and Monica Bellucci 
wig out; Jeff 
Goldblum does some 
wizardry; An R-rated 
Kevin Feige; Ariana 
Grande and Cynthia 
Erivo; Twisters star 
Glen Powell. 


i 


cued up by an auditorium-filling constellation 
of glowing tulips and none other than Oz 
*) himself, Jeff Goldblum. Twisters co-stars 
» Glen Powell and Anthony Ramos donned 
goggles while leaves and an inflatable cow 
were blown at them via a giant fan. 
eS And Gladiator IT brought on stage 
eS a legion of red-caped Roman soldiers... 
* along with Paramount’s President 
: Of Domestic Distribution Chris 
§ Aronson ina chariot, complete with 
a Maximus helmet and a shield bearing 
the Paramount logo. Sadly he didn’t go 
on to battle a shark. 


Did Kevin Feige really swear? 

Fuck, yeah. Four times. He said it was 
“fucking awesome” to be working with 
Ryan Reynolds (for the first time) and 
Hugh Jackman (for the first time since 
the original X-Men trilogy) on Deadpool 


& Wolverine, and pointed out it was 
allowed, given it’s the MCU’s first 


R-rated movie. It was, as director Shawn Levy 
put it, “a historic occasion”. 


Why is there now an asterisk in 
Thunderbolts’ title? 

Because that is the “official title”, said Feige. 
“And we won't talk any more about that until 
after the movie comes out.” So there you go. 


Any popcorn-bucket news? 

Glad you asked. After the viral success of 
Dune: Part Two’s unintentionally phallic 
novelty popcorn tub, Deadpool & Wolverine 
seems to be getting in on the dubious snack- 
holding action, too, Feige revealed during his 
spiel. “We have asked Deadpool himself to 
design a popcorn bucket,” said the baseball- 
capped hero-wrangler. “I don’t wanna spoil 
it, but I will say there are some movies that 
inadvertently make crude and rude popcorn 
buckets, and then there are popcorn buckets 
designed by Deadpool.” We can only (and 
probably shouldn’t) imagine. 
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Adria 
Arjona 


WORDS IANA MURRAY 


MAGGIE SHANNON 


ADRIA ARJONA KNOWS just how scary it can 
be to meet your heroes. One of her all-time 
favourite movies is School Of Rock, and when 
she first met Richard Linklater, not even the 
relative safety of a Zoom call could save her. 
“My hands were sweaty,” she admits to Empire. 
“T was really trying to play it cool and that lasted 
for about ten minutes.” 

After a series of supporting turns in genre 
fare (Pacific Rim: Uprising, Good Omens), crime 
dramas (True Detective), and recently as 
the forthright Bix in Andor, the 31-year-old 
actor is stepping into fresh territory with 
Linklater’s romcom Hit Man. Alongside Glen 
Powell, she stars as Madison, a housewife with 
a controlling husband who falls for the contract 
killer (Powell) she hires to take him out. 

The only problem: her new boyfriend is 
actually working undercover for the police 
as a fake hitman. 

Arjona’s interest in acting was first 
fostered by another one of her heroes: Gena 
Rowlands, the trailblazing actor and key 
collaborator of John Cassavetes. “I admire her 
spontaneity,” Arjona explains. “I try my best to 
recreate it, but I don’t even get to her ankles. 
Maybe one day when I’m 80 years old, I'll get to 
four per cent of Gena Rowlands’ capacity.” Her 
desire to act motivated her to move to New York 
when she was 18, where she worked double 
shifts as a waitress while studying acting at the 
Lee Strasberg Theatre And Film Institute. Two 
years later she started landing small TV roles, 
before her breakthrough gig as Taylor Kitsch’s 
harried partner Emily on the second season of 
True Detective. 

It was Hit Man, however, that allowed for the 
spontaneity she was so drawn to, particularly 
when it came to her partnership with Powell. “It 
was supposed to be a one-hour meeting,” she 
says of the first time they sat down together. “We 
ended up talking for five hours.” The pair’s spark 
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Here and below 
right: Adria Arjona, 
photographed 
exclusively for Empire 
at the Four Seasons 
Beverly Hills, 

Los Angeles, on 

27 March 2024. 
Below left: Madison 
(Arjona) gets close to 
hired hand Gary (Glen 
Powell) in Hit Man. 


is the film’s driving force, and Arjona found 
freedom in their collaboration: “Chemistry 
comes from trust, and I think from our first 
meeting I just knew I could trust [Glen]. We 
created a space for us to play and be weird and 
sexy and funny.” 

Madison is literal galaxies apart from 
Arjona’s current stint as the driven mechanic 
Bix in Andor, but the actor’s recent trajectory 
suggests she has an appetite for women who 
refuse to go down without a fight. The second 
season of the Star Wars spin-off — which has 
just finished shooting — joins Bix after she’s 
been brutally tortured at the hands of the 


BETWEEN 
SCENES 


OUR SPOTLIGHT 
STAR’S FAVOURITE 
STUFF 


js 
THE 
PODCAST 
ea SMARTLESS 
“It’s hilarious, and 


Imperial Guard, and is now on the 
lam. “I think [creator] Tony Gilroy’s 
writing is so smart that wherever 
people think my character’s journey 
is going to go, it’s ten times more 
complex than what people imagine,” 
she teases. 

Following Hit Man, Arjona’s 
next big-screen venture will be 
alongside Channing Tatum in Zoé 
Kravitz’s directorial debut Blink 
Twice, a psychological thriller that 
has pivoted from a somewhat racier 
title. “The movie will always be 
called ‘Pussy Island’ in my heart,” 
Arjona says sincerely. The film 
centres on the power struggle 
between a cocktail waitress and 
a tech mogul (Tatum) on his 
remote island. Arjona believes it 
will cement Kravitz’s name as 
a filmmaker: “I think people are 
going to be really surprised by her 
ability as a director.” 

As for her own career, Arjona 
continues to pick the roles which 
most move and excite her. “I wish 
Iwas more of a strategic actor when 
it comes to making choices,” she 
explains. “But I’m just more excited 
by the women that I get to embody.” 
Spontaneity, boldness... the spirit of 
Gena Rowlands lives on. 


no-one has better 
chemistry than 
[hosts] Jason 
Bateman, Sean 
Hayes and 
Will Arnett.” 


THE ALBUM 
COWBOY CARTER 
1 — BEYONCE 
“| think it’s so 
inspirational for 
Beyoncé to break all 
barriers and create 
this album. | think 
it makes her so 
much cooler. 


She’s amazing.” 


THE BOOK 
THE INCREDIBLE 
AND SAD TALE 
OF INNOCENT 
ERENDIRA AND 
HER HEARTLESS 
GRANDMOTHER 
— GABRIEL 
GARCIA MARQUEZ 
“Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez is my dad’s 
favourite writer and 

has become mine HIT MAN IS IN SELECTED UK CINEMAS FROM 
as I’ve grown older. 24 MAY AND ON NETFLIX FROM 7 JUNE 

This is one of his — " . see 
works that not alot Bi ¥ TH \ 

of people know 

about. When 
| read it, it broke 
my heart.” 


Styling: Sandra Amador at The Wall Group. Dress: Gabriela Hearst; Shoes: Maison Ernest; Jewellery: Tiffany & Co. 


Make-up: Emily Cheng at The Wall Group. Hair: Irinel de Leon at Highlight Artists using Dyson. 


en FIRST WORD 


TURNING Zs 
INTO UNEASE 


SLEEP 


JASON YU IS a poor sleeper. On 

the brink of getting married, and 
conscious of the effect his “annoying 
sleep habits” were having on his 
fiancée, the inspiration for his debut 
horror film arrived. Sleep sees 

a nasty case of sleepwalking threaten 
the relationship — and lives — of 
newlyweds Hyun-su (Lee Sun-kyun) 
and Soo-jin (Jung Yu-mi), who is also 
pregnant. Speaking with Empire, Yu 
breaks down the three stages of how he 
summoned shocks from the sheets. 


Yu extensively researched the 
symptoms of somnambulism for the 
film, from the minute to the most 
violent, but wasn’t going for a realistic 
depiction. “There’s no case like this,” 
he laughs. Hyun-su begins to develop 
sinister symptoms early in Sleep’s story, 
which evolve from puzzling (violently 
scratching himself) to downright 
disturbing (munching on raw meat). 
During this stage of the film, Yu was 
inspired by how family members 
adapted to the symptoms no matter 
how disruptive they were, and had his 
characters devise new ways to combat 
Hyun-su’s condition. “[They would] lock 
them in aroom or bind them while they 
slept,’ he reflects of the real-life cases he 
studied. ‘They would always try to find 
a way to keep the household together.” 


While shooting Sleep, Yu treated the 
story as three chapters, each with 
their own distinct look and feel. As 
Hyun-su’s condition worsens, Soo-jin’s 
grip on reality loosens: she starts 

to suspect paranormal forces are 


involved. The film is almost entirely 
set in their apartment, so Yu played 
with production design to emphasise 
the growing sense of dread. “I wanted 
the house to represent how she must 
feel [psychologically]; how she must 
feel increasingly stressed and 
claustrophobic,” he explains. “[It] 
almost feels like a jail cell.” 


Tragedy struck after the film wrapped, 
when Lee Sun-kyun died suddenly 

in December. Yet his work in Sleep 

has left an undeniable mark, as the 
film received raves after its Midnight 
Madness premiere at Toronto 
International Film Festival. Reflecting 
on the film now, Yu says he’s come to 
think of the relationship between Lee’s 
Hyun-su and Jung’s Soo-jin as the 
film’s protagonist. “This marriage 

has to survive despite these massive 
pressures that [have] tried to break 
it,” he muses. Who said that romance 
was dead? It’s just been sleeping. 

ANNA BOGUTSKAYA 
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The fight for the future 
of action movies 


WORDS TOM ELLEN [FZ nussene MOORCROFT 


“T HEARD MY hand snap and I was like, 
‘Oh, this is bad,” Dev Patel tells Empire, 
describing the moment a bone broke while 
making Monkey Man. 

Anyone who’s seen the visceral revenge 
movie (also Patel’s directorial debut) can attest 
to its bone-splintering sense of realism — the 
tale of a street kid in India seeking vengeance on 
wealthy villains, its action is kinetic, brutal and 
based on strenuously rehearsed choreography. 
It’s the latest in a long tradition of action movies, 
orchestrating fights practically on set. But also 
out recently is Doug Liman’s Road House, 

Prime Video’s most popular original movie, 
which uses a very different approach. It sees 
Jake Gyllenhaal and UFC star Conor McGregor 
trading blows in VFX-assisted combat, filmed 
— in Gyllenhaal’s words — “in a way that’s 
never been done before”. Although it’s not 
immediately obvious, Road House is full of 
digital trickery, its brawls put together in the 
editing room. 

These two films represent two opposing 
forces in the action genre. But which one is 
the future? “We're at a peak right now,” says 
Garrett Warren, the director/stuntman who 
designed the innovative fights in Road House. 
“Action has become so elevated that audiences 
expect more and more. When I get called 


onto a movie, it’s no longer, ‘We need some 
fights.’ It’s: ‘We need something really 
groundbreaking.” 

Warren’s answer on Road House was 
a technique he dubs “the glorified pillow 
fight” — a multi-take process involving actors 
performing slow-motion combat, before 
walloping (and being walloped by) safety 
pads. The shots are then sped up and digitally 
stitched together to create the semblance of 
one long, epically brutal dust-up. “Doug wanted 
it like a UFC fight, where the camera never 
cuts,” Warren tells us. “Using the pads, we 
could have Conor throwing a full-force headbutt 
‘at’ Jake, without the actors worrying about 
getting hurt.” 

The results have been much debated, some 
viewers complaining that the effect is jarring, 
others delighted by the savage-looking fights. 
British action star Scott Adkins is on the fence. 
“T really enjoyed Road House, and that headbutt 
worked great,” he tells Empire. “But I felt some 
of the [fight scenes] had that ‘uncanny valley’ 
aspect. I’ll always prefer practical stuff — it’s 
amore visceral experience when you know 
it’s real.” He’s not alone — the publicity for 
Ryan Gosling-powered action-comedy The 
Fall Guy has trumpeted its practical stunts, 
including a 150-foot leap from a helicopter and 


the official Guinness World Record for ‘Most 
Cannon Rolls In A Car’ (eight-and-a-half). 
One weapon in practical combat’s arsenal 
is spontaneity. Adkins notes that his fight 
sequence with Keanu Reeves for 2023’s John 
Wick: Chapter 4 was “made up on the spot”, 
rather than painstakingly designed on 
acomputer. Chad Stahelski, director of the 
Wick films — as well as the upcoming 
Highlander reboot — tells Empire: “The 
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imperfection of organic performance will always 
trump a perfectly executed digital effect. On 
John Wick 3, Keanu tripped during a [fight], 
then added a line and got back up — that’s the 
take we used in the movie. You want those happy 
accidents. That’s what makes a character iconic. 
You can’t get that doing it digitally.” He adds: 
“VFX is a great tool, and it’s saved many stunt 
lives, but I’ll always go practical if I can.” 

As one of the world’s leading action 


THE MATRIX 5 


< 


AFTER THE HUNT 


directors, though, Stahelski is able to 
commandeer an actor for months to train them 
in practical combat (indeed, his Highlander star 
Henry Cavill recently revealed he’s begun that 
“very long process”). Not every filmmaker has 
that luxury. “Say you want Florence Pugh, but 
she’s on three other movies — you might only get 
her three weeks before shooting,” says Warren. 
“That’s where this [‘pillow fight’] method is 
useful: an actor can concentrate on acting, 
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rather than worrying about getting hurt or 
selling a punch.” 

When it comes to the future of fighting 
on screen, practical combat still seems to be 
Hollywood’s strongest bet. While Warren 
reveals he’s had “three major blockbusters” 
contact him about using his Road House 
technique, both he — and Stahelski— are 
adamant that VFX will never replace human 
martial-arts experts. “CG is part of the game 
now,” Stahelski says. “I spend a lot of time 
researching it, and I hope, before I retire, 
its quality reaches a level where I can mix 
and match [with real fights]. But right now, 
it’s not about us keeping up with CG: it’s 
about CG keeping up with us. There are some 
franchises people have stopped watching 
because [the VFX] got too shitty. But people 
are still watching us. We’re kicking ass — we’re 
in the lead. So if ’m competing with CG, then 
bring it. I’m ready.” 

The fight is on. 
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Dan Jolin (Contributing Editor): I love the 
fact that M. Night Shyamalan, ‘the twist guy’, 
has now put out a trailer with a twist in it. 
Graham Jones (Deputy Art Director): Unless 
there’s gonna be a twist on the twist. You don’t 
know what to expect with him. 

Ben Travis (Deputy Online Editor): I think 
he’s on a bit of a streak. Like, Old was absolutely 
batshit but I had quite a lot of fun with it. 

Knock At The Cabin was really good, apart 

from the ending... 

Alex Godfrey (Features Editor): Yeah, he’s 
been having a renaissance for a few years 

now, since he started making low-budget films 
and having complete creative control. I love 
that he exists. 

Ben: This is M. Night Shyamalan in peak 
dad-mode. He has seemingly built this film 
around the fact that his daughter [Saleka] is 

an aspiring pop star in real life, and here she’s 
playing a big pop star [Lady Raven] who might 
as well be called ‘Sailor Twist’. Also, there’s 
alittle Easter Egg shout-out to his other 
daughter’s upcoming film, The Watched. Allin 

a film that’s about a doting dad [Josh Hartnett] 
taking his daughter to a concert. 

Alex: But this concert is fucking sedate. 
There’s like, what, a hundred chairs in here? 

It looks like a school assembly. It would 

be heaving! 

Ben: This is what American concerts are like! 
The floor is all seated. Whereas in the UK, my 
Eras Tour tickets are floor standing and it’s 
gonna be an absolute scrum. I dare not go to the 
loo because I’m gonna have to fight my way back 
through the crowd. 

Dan: Well, it’s clearly important to this story 
that the dad is able to go to the loo, because 
that’s when we get the big revelation... From the 
guy selling merch. 

Alex: I had an issue with this guy. 

Luke Bradley (Work Experience): Yeah, he 
just stopped serving whoever he’s serving and 
he’s like, “Josh Hartnett, what’s up?” 

Graham: At first I thought, “Does he know 
him?” But he doesn’t! 

Ben: Maybe there’s a scene in the film 

where they buy some merch before they get 

to the seats. 
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Alex: No, I just think this guy’s a bit of a doofus. 
I would definitely fire him. 

Ben: During a sting operation like this, would 
you really tell every single staff-member? 
Security would be informed, but why does the 
merch guy know that this is a sting operation? 
James Dyer (Digital Editor-In-Chief): 
Here’s a question — how could the feds have 
possibly heard that Hartnett, as a serial killer, 
is going there with his daughter? How on Earth 
would that information get out there? 

Dan: These are questions that may be answered 
in the film, James. 

Ben: And this is a Shyamalan film, so not only 
will you get an explanation for that, but you’re 
gonna get it in excruciating detail. 

Luke: This image of the guy on his phone looks 
so fake. It looks way too pored over to just be 
avideo ona phone. And I love that it just says 
“BASEMENT” in massive writing. 

Ben: The signal in the stadium is good enough 
that he can livestream his home murder- 
basement! That is incredible service. 

Joanna Moran (Photography Director): 
Yeah, I know. I can’t even send a text going, 
“Want anything from the bar?” when I’m 

ata gig. 

Dan: Also, if you realise that you're being 
trapped and they’re closing in, maybe it’s not 
the best time to provide their surveillance 

with evidence by connecting to your 
victim-in-the-basement-cam. Assuming 

those are actually Josh Hartnett’s hands 
holding the phone... 

Joanna: I think Hartnett would have had 

a manicure. Ooh, did you see the little eye- 
twitch there? 


Graham: The straight-to-camera is really 
unnerving. It’s really giving me the heebie- 
jeebies. 

Ben: I like that reveal, that the sort of Kill 
Bill-esque red filter on the lens is actually him 
watching the concert. That’s a great touch. 
Dan: Wait! Did you see that creepy old lady 
there? She flashed by in less than a second, but 
she must be very significant; she’s standing right 
in the centre of the frame, looking like she’s 
inside Hartnett’s head. 

James: She does not look approving. 

Joanna: Like she’s saying, “I’m picking up my 
granddaughter and this is interrupting my 
Mahjong group.” 

Alex: She just doesn’t like the music of Lady 
Raven. She thinks it feels a little artificial. 

Ben: I think this film looks really fun. I think we 
are lacking, like, crazy high-concept original 
thrillers, and Shyamalan can provide that. 
Luke: I think the setting in the stadium is bold. 
Even if it does seem like we can see the cracks in 
it because they obviously only had a certain 
amount of budget, it’s a thrilling cauldron to set 
a film in. 

Graham: I just feel sorry for his daughter. 
Imagine going to something that could be the 
best day of your life and you find out your old 
man’s a serial killer. 

Alex: Oh. Hang on. Is that the twist? Is she in 
on it? 

Dan: It’s a father-daughter family business! 

A bit like Hit- Girl and Big Daddy in Kick-Ass, 
except serial killers rather than vigilantes. 
Alex: Bring it on. 
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THE BOSS LEVELS UP sees 


BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN 


EVEN MORE SO than cooking up 76 
sandwiches in The Bear, Jeremy Allen 


White is about to face his tallest order: 


playing Bruce Springsteen. According 
to reports, he’s heading from The Beef 
to The Boss in Scott Cooper’s biopic- 
of-sorts Deliver Me From Nowhere, an 
appropriately atypical cinematic take 
on the New Jersey icon. Springsteen 
has long defied the traditional biopic, 
instead presenting filmic meditations 
on his own recent work in album 
tie-in flicks Western Stars and Bruce 
Springsteen’s Letter To You. So it’s in 
keeping that Cooper isn’t planning 

a soup-to-nuts career run-through. 
Rather, his film will specifically zone 
in on the creation of 1982’s Nebraska 
— the quietest, rawest album 
Springsteen ever made. 

The record was a dramatic 
creative pivot. Sandwiched 
between 1980’s bombastic 
The River and 1984’s all-out 
hit-parade Born In The 
U.S.A., it was a stripped- 
back acoustic collection 
recorded on four-track 
tape — the intended 
demos became the 
album, now considered 
by the artist as one of 
his very best. Where 
other Springsteen 
records present his 


— 


NEBRASKA 


working-class American poetry via 
sax-fuelled bar-band production and 
pop hooks, Nebraska offers nowhere to 
hide: it’s harsh and cold and beautiful. 

It’s asound that would lend itself 
to an unvarnished, tactile cinematic 
treatment rather than the glossy 
presentation of, say, Bohemian 
Rhapsody — particularly considering 
Springsteen’s own mental-health 
struggles during the album’s creation, 
as documented in Warren Zanes’ book 
Deliver Me From Nowhere: The Making 
Of Bruce Springsteen’s Nebraska, upon 
which the film is based. 

As for Allen White, The Bear has 
proved he’d be a perfect fit for this era 
of Springsteen — he’s a master at 
portraying bruised and brooding 
masculinity. Springsteen himself is 
actively involved in the project, along 

with long-time producer 
Jon Landau. And since we 
know Allen White can 
absolutely stand the heat in 
the kitchen, it’s a huge “Yes, 
chef” on this one. Or, 
more accurately, “Yes, 
Boss.” BEN TRAVIS 
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WORDS AMON WARMANN 


WHEN YOU’RE MAKING a movie about a fake 
moon-landing, there are no half measures. You 
have to fake it for real. “We had to actually pull 
off what people assume might have been pulled,” 
says Greg Berlanti, director of upcoming 
comedy Fly Me To The Moon. “We built the 
structure they landed in on the moon, and we 
worked with choreographers and wire work and 
stuntmen who were in the suits, simulating 
every movement that happened for two-and- 
a-half hours. It was pretty crazy.” 

The deception is all in the details. Berlanti’s 
(Love, Simon) slice of historical fiction is set 
during NASA’s historic Apollo 11 mission in 1969. 
It was originally a Jason Bateman project, but 
when he stepped away due to creative differences, 
Berlanti — a self-described “space nut” — was 
eager to swoop in. “For me, it was just about 
how we dramatise those events in a way that 
the audience hasn’t seen before, and still feels 
real, and fits the tone of our movie — which is, 

I would say, a big fun summer film.” 

The “big fun” here involves a White 


a fake moon-landing in case the real deal fails. 
Much humotr is mined from the very real 
conspiracy theory that the moon-landing never 
happened; one popular speculatory notion 
involves Stanley Kubrick, and he duly gets 
name-dropped in the trailer. But according 

to Berlanti, there’s a larger point to be made 
beyond the laughs. 

“Tt was to look at the origin of why there is 
aconspiracy theory about whether or nota 
moon-landing was actually achieved, and why, 
in today’s world, something like the truth is so 
much more valuable and important than it’s 
ever been,” he says. “Even though it’s a fun, 
light-hearted film, there’s a real reason to 
examine those events again.” 

Much of the film’s light-heartedness is 
found in the central romance between Scarlett 
Johansson’s marketing genius Kelly Jones and 
Channing Tatum’s NASA launch director Cole 
Davis (both fictional). This involves “a touch 
of a screwball comedy,” says Berlanti. “There’s 
a Tracy/Hepburn kind of quality to both 
Channing and Scarlett’s characters that 
reminded me of those films all the way back 


Top to bottom: Space aces — Scarlett Johansson and 
Channing Tatum; Tatum with Ray Romano; Houston, we 


don’t have a problem. 


The duo’s chemistry will be palpable, he 
promises. “I encourage improv, so they would 
do a bit of that and play around with the scenes 
and surprise each other and make each other 
laugh. I always feel like if you’re making 
everybody on the set laugh, then you’re gonna 
make the audience laugh.” When they’re not 
learning how to fake one of history’s most 
significant events, that is. 


Getty Images 


House-commissioned back-up plan to stage to the ’40s.” FLY ME TO THE MOON IS IN CINEMAS FROM 12 JULY 
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FRENCH FANCIES 


CANNES FILM 
FESTIVAL 


SOPHIE BUTCHER — SOCIAL MEDIA EDITOR 
If one thing can be said about Coralie 
Fargeat’s 2017 rape-retribution thriller 
Revenge, it’s that it goes hard. So, the prospect 
of her new movie The Substance, described 

as an “explosive feminist take on body horror”, 
is an incredibly exciting one. Throw into 

the mix a cast including Demi Moore and 
Margaret Qualley, and you've got yourself one 
unmissable part of the Cannes 2024 line-up. 
Bring on the blood. 


sophomore effort. Plot details are under wraps, 
but her distinct voice is something to get excited 
about, regardless. 


ALEX GODFREY — FEATURES EDITOR 

Very little is known about Sean Baker’s 
latest, but it doesn’t matter: after Tangerine, 
The Florida Project and Red Rocket, his name 
alone guarantees a singular experience. All 
his films explore dying American dreams, 

all boast guerrilla energy, and all give the 
spotlight to relative unknowns. A romantic 
comedy shot in Brooklyn, Anora stars 

Mikey Madison (who appeared in Once Upon 
A Time In Hollywood and 2022’s Scream). 

I can’t wait. 


BEN TRAVIS — DEPUTY ONLINE EDITOR 
There’s a cavalcade of 
Cronenbergs working today — 
not just son Brandon, but 
daughter Caitlin, making her 
directorial debut this year too. 
David, though, remains the 
Daddy. His latest work as 
writer-director, following 

a grief-stricken widower 
who creates a device in 
order to connect to the 

dead, is being described 

as autobiographical (his 
second wife, film editor 
Carolyn Zeifman, died 

in 2017) and his most 
personal film; a fascinatingly 
Cronenbergian conundrum. 


NICK DE SEMLYEN — EDITOR 
Surely no 2024 release is more 
of an event than this. It has, 
after all, been percolating in 
Francis Ford Coppola’s 
mighty brain since he shot 
Apocalypse Now back in the 
°70s. And the story of its 
creation rivals that film 
for drama. The hotly 
debated results will be 
. unveiled in France, and 
itll surely be the talk of 
the town. He built that 
city, and it’s none more 
» rock’n’ roll. 


BETH WEBB — NEWS EDITOR 
It’s been seven years since Rungano Nyoni’s 
elegant debut [Am Not A Witch made the 
Welsh-Zambian filmmaker a name to keep track 
of. The tender curio — part drama, part satire 

— about a young girl forced into a travelling 
witch-camp is followed by her A24-backed 


THE CANNES FILM FESTIVAL 
WILL BE HELD FROM 14-25 MAY 


THE WAY OF PAPYRUS 


AVATAR 


MAY 2016 SEPTEMBER 2017 | OCTOBER 2017 NOVEMBER 2022 | APRIL 2024 
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It’s Park 
Chan-wook 


THE DIRECTOR ON HOW 

HIS HBO THRILLER 

THE SYMPATHIZER WILL 
UPEND YOUR EXPECTATIONS 


WORDS KATIE GOH 


THERE HAVE BEEN many screen stories about 


the Vietnam War. But nobody has tackled the 
conflict quite how Park Chan-wook does with 
his new espionage-themed TV show, The 
Sympathizer. Based on Viét Thanh Nguyén’s 
Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, the show centres 
ona half-French, half-Vietnamese Communist 
spy called the Captain (Hoa Xuande), who 
travels to the US as a refugee and double agent 
after Saigon falls in 1975. “Both [Nguyén and I] 
are Asians and both our countries have been 
under the control of imperialism,” the South 
Korean auteur tells Empire. “I felt a great 
commonality with the novel.” And in true Park 
fashion, his adaptation is throwing out some 
major curveballs... 


IT'S NOT YOUR AVERAGE WAR DRAMA 


Even Hollywood’s greatest treatments of the 
conflict, such as Apocalypse Now and Platoon, 
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neglected Vietnamese perspectives. This is 
satirised in The Sympathizer when the Captain 
becomes an authenticity consultant for a war 
movie and suggests that its Asian characters 
should actually get to speak. “It was very clear to 
us that we wanted to go beyond how Hollywood 
has represented the Vietnam War,” Park 
explains. “We wanted to give voice to the 
Vietnamese people themselves. It felt like that 
was our responsibility for the show.” 


Top to bottom: 
The Captain 

(Hoa Xuande) 
with one of the 
four American 
characters played 
by Robert Downey 
Jr; Director Park 
Chan-wook (far 
right) gives 
direction on set; 
South Vietnamese 
military leader the 
General (Toan Le). 
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FIRST WORD 


Park is no espionage slouch, having previously ON WHY FILM-WATCHING 


directed an acclaimed adaptation of John le SHOULDN'T BE A NUMBERS GAME 
Carré’s The Little Drummer Girl. But this time 


he is the showrunner (with Don McKellar), 
which allowed for bolder creative choices. 
“Gradually the show deviates, breaks apart and 
expands the genre,” he explains. As the Captain 
unreliably relates his tale, The Sympathizer 
unfolds with characteristic style, scenes 
rewinding, pausing and being edited on the spot. 
But it’s all in service of the story, Park insists. 
“There’s a whole lot of humour embedded 
within the original novel. I saw the possibility 
of enhancing it even more.” Moreover, having 

a biracial, multi-lingual protagonist adds further 
layers to the trope of a spy’s fractured identity. 
“T’m always interested in duality and how 
identity is fractured,” Park says. “I’m attracted 
to portraying contradicting sides clashing.” 


In 2008’s Tropic Thunder, Robert Downey Jr 
played a Method actor shooting a Vietnam War 
movie who is so intense, he won’t break 
character until he records the DVD 
commentary. The Sympathizer sees the actor 
face a far less silly but maybe more demanding 
challenge: to play four different roles connected 
to the conflict. There’s a CIA agent, an “Oriental 
Studies” professor, a politician, and a Hollywood 
director. It’s a major work-out for the performer, 
but Park says it’s all for a reason. “These 
[characters] are four different faces that represent 
America. In their essence they are one and the 
same.” Four RDJs for the price of one? Park has 
never been someone to do something by halves. 


Alamy, Marco Vittur 


THE SYMPATHIZER |S ON SKY AND NOW FROM 27 MAY 
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JOSEPH QUINN 
AS MICHAEL 


HOARD 


Quinn and director Luna Carmoon discussed 
°70s films from directors like Alan Clarke and 
Joseph Losey during their early conversations 
about Michael, a 30-year-old former foster child 
who develops intense feelings for Hoard’s 
troubled teen protagonist, Maria (Saura 
Lightfoot-Leon). Alan Bates and Oliver Reed 
were also references when it came to the darker 
side of Michael’s personality, as his passion for 
Maria deepens despite having a pregnant 
partner at home. “It’s no secret that when Oliver 
Reed was conducting himself in his personal 
life, there were unsavoury aspects,” says Quinn 
(Reed, along with having anger and alcohol 
issues, was 42 when he met 16-year-old 
Josephine Burge, his future wife). Yet he 
believes that reserving judgement against his 
character proved key. “It’s not on really,” he 
admits, laughing, of Michael’s behaviour. “But 
you've just got to forgive him.” 
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Music is also an integral part of Quinn’s 
approach to characters, which is unsurprising 
given his face-melting guitar-work while 
playing Eddie Munson in Stranger Things. 
But while Metallica and Black Sabbath helped 
shape his D&D fiend in the Netflix show, 

the actor slowed things down with his Hoard 
playlist, which he pulls up on his phone 

while speaking with Empire. “I was listening 
to [90s DJ] Blue Boy and some Portishead,” 
he relays. 


Hoard is partly set during a balmy summer, 
when Michael and Maria explore a physical 
relationship while the latter is living in the foster 
home where the former grew up. To create 
amore sensory experience, Carmoon would 
secretly spray the set with a scent resembling 

a mix of sweat, blood and semen while the actors 
were filming. “She was always trying to evoke this 
sense of smell and this sticky, claustrophobic 
feeling in this house,” Quinn recalls. The 
characters bond over their dark desire to push 
boundaries — Michael wins over Maria when 

he sweeps ash into a cereal bowl before taking 

a hearty spoonful. “That’s how [Maria and 
Michael] get to know each other: through these 
quite sick, mutually destructive acts.” It helped 
that the stand-in ash tasted like pudding. “It was 
Maltesers and meringue,” he explains. 


Quinn made adjustments to his build for the 
part. “I didn’t want him to seem too muscular 
and, for want of a better word, ‘hot’,” he chuckles. 
“He needed to be bigger and imposing, but 

that was mainly the work of eating a lot rather 
than lifting.” As the pair become closer, 
Michael’s physicality becomes more animalistic 
— after sharing the suspect cereal they recreate 
abullfight, grunting and throwing each other 
around. Carmoon left room for experimentation, 
which allowed Quinn to explore his primal side. 
“They smell this pheromone on each other that’s 
feral and vulnerable; it’s not a conscious thing, 
that’s just what being a human being is,” he says. 
The actor may just be at the start of a burgeoning 
Hollywood career, but he’ll struggle to find 
another role as untamed, or as smelly, as this one. 
BETH WEBB 


HOARD IS IN CINEMAS FROM 17 MAY 


WELCOME TO 
MY BUG HUNT 


ALIENS EXPANDED 


JAMES CAMERON CAN tell a story. Even an 
anecdote gets the epic treatment. Mention the 
myth of the tea lady who provoked him to dent an 
urn in exasperation on the Pinewood set of Aliens 
in 1985, and his eyes light up. 

“Ah, the tea lady,” he smiles. “I have thought 
many times of tracking her down.” From there, 
he launches into a detailed account that features 
sticky buns travelling at speed. At last, he sighs. 
“She was just caught at that tectonic interface 
between these two cultures, right?” 

Over 18 months and nearly 30 interviews 
with cast, crew and experts, I have gained an 
intimate understanding of what it took to make 
Aliens. But the director came nerve-rackingly late 
in the mix. It took months of negotiation to prise 
him free from Avatar 3. 

Writing and directing Aliens Expanded, I was 
tormented by the fact that this is a classic. What 
new is there to say? Yet my documentary ended 
up teeming with fresh insight. The James Remar 
firing? He was busted for heroin. Bill Paxton not 
knowing about Bishop’s knife trick? All true. 
Henriksen arrived at Heathrow with a suitcase 
full of knives. Customs were not impressed. 

All the Marines had developed their own 


backstory: Jenette Goldstein’s Vasquez was fresh 
out of juvie. Mark Rolston (Drake) recalled Al 
Matthews (Apone) bodily preventing the set 
from toppling onto Sigourney Weaver. They 
remembered their death scenes like yesterday. 
“You don’t see me die,” quips Daniel Kash 
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(Spunkmeyer). “I could still be on that planet!” 
Aliens Expanded is four hours long. An epic on an 
epic. An autopsy of greatness. What makes the 
Marines so beloved. How limitations inspire art. 
We see less than we imagine. Until we get to “the 
big mama,” says creature co-ordinator Alec Gillis 
proudly. “Then we see everything.” 

Documentaries are hard, and long, but 
unbelievably satisfying. I wanted this to be the 
definitive statement on Aliens. Without a doubt, 
it is my love letter to Cameron’s finest film. 


ALIENS EXPANDED IS OUT IN JUNE. MORE DETAILS CAN BE 
FOUND AT ALIENS-EXPANDED.COM 


HOLLYWOOD'S HOTTEST HEDGEHOG 


SHADOW 


Me and my Shadow: 


Keanu Reeves plays 


the prickly Critter. 
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Unparalleled access to 
his game-changing movies 


eV 4 es 
FEATURING A MAJOR NEW INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTOR HIMSELF, 
PLUS IN-DEPTH CELEBRATIONS OF EACH OF HIS FILMS 


ON SALE 23 MAY 


How Much 
Is A Pint 


Of Milk? | 
Tom = 


Felton 


THE ONE-TIME DRACO ON WHAT 
HE EXPECTS TO PAY FOR 
HIS LACTO 


WORDS JOHN NUGENT 


4 


What’s the best advice you’ve been given? 
“Don’t take advice.” (Laughs) “Take more 
pictures.” Someone told me that a long time 
ago, and I have done. Subsequently, I now have 
a house stacked with film photography. I’m a big 
film nerd. I have very heavy boxes full of prints. 
That, and I’ve come back to a memory of acting 
advice from Jason Isaacs, who played my father 
in the Potter films. Just before I headed off to 
Los Angeles, he reminded me to keep working 
on my American accent — just encouragement, 
really. Helpful, fatherly advice. He’s a good man. 


Who’s the best Tom: Cruise or Hanks? 

You missed out Felton! (Laughs) It’s Hanks for 
me. Forrest Gump was one of the first films that 
Iwas utterly enthralled by and still am to this 
day. There are countless others. But don’t get me 
wrong — as far as action stars go, no-one even 
comes close to Cruise, flying on the side of jets 
and jumping out of helicopters and stuff. It’s 
pretty wild. I’ve got a lot to live up to as a Tom! 


What’s your go-to comfort watch? 
Definitely The Simpsons. I’ve been a lifelong fan. 
I think the sweet spot was somewhere between 
Seasons 4 and 12. Almost nightly, I drift off to 
the tones of Homer. Just hearing their voices, 
even in the background, somehow soothes me. 


Do you have an unusual hobby? 

Ihave an obsession with electric skateboards. 
Skateboards in general, but electric ones 
especially. Any kind of small, electric vehicle. 


Remember those hoverboard things? My friend 
got me one of those for Christmas and I didn’t 
get off it for a week. 


What do you do better than anyone else? 

My two dogs, Forrest and Willow, go batshit 
crazy every morning, as if they genuinely spent 
the whole night going, “Oh no, that’s it, we’re 
never going to see him again!” So, I look after my 
dog Willow better than anyone else. According 
to her, anyway. That’s one answer I can say 
without feeling arrogant. 


Do you have any nicknames? 

Yeah. I grew up with three older brothers and 

I was affectionately known as ‘Runt’ for a long 
time, being the youngest. ‘Maggots’ was another 
affectionate one. 


How much is a pint of milk? 

Funny you say that, because I’m on my way to see 
my brother, who I think is actually a milkaholic. 
He claims he gets through two or three pints 

a day. So he’s the man to ask. Organic, whole, 
semi-skimmed, what are we talking about here? 
It depends where you're buying it from. But I’d 
say if you're paying over 90p for a pint of whole 
milk, you’re probably getting ripped off. 


What song would you want at your funeral? 
Crikey. “How much is a pint of milk?” and then, 
“What song do you want at your funeral?” That is 
an incredible switch of topics. Thanks for bringing 
up my mortality! It’s going to be something 
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obvious like ‘Let It Be’ by The Beatles. Or pretty 
much any Beatles song. “Twist And Shout’ could 
be fun. Lure them in. A sombre affair, and then: 
“Come on, come on, come on now, baby!” 


When were you most starstruck? 

Actually, quite neatly, meeting Sir Paul 
McCartney. It was pretty epic. I was working 
with him for a Comic Relief skit, and I brought 
my mum along, who grew up with him; he was 
her biggest crush. So I met Sir Paul, he was very 
gracious and friendly. Then I looked at my mum 
and literally dragged her across the room and 
said, “Come on, this is your chance to meet 
him!” She got halfway and then just turned 
around and said, “No, can’t do it.” I went up to 
Paul and said, “Sorry, mate, she’s not ready to 
meet you now. Maybe another day.” 


What’s your favourite flavour of crisps? 
Now youre talking my language. I’ve just come 
back from living in Los Angeles for quite a while 
and... Well, quite frankly, no-one does crisps like 
England. The selection we have is unmatched 
by any nation, I believe. Off the top of the head, 
we're talking Twiglets, we’re talking Skips, we’re 
talking prawn cocktail, we’re talking Walker's 
salt and vinegar, we’re talking pickled-onion 
Monster Munch. I should comment at this point 
that I’m not endorsed by any crisp company. But 
if one does want to reach out... 
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Burn it with fire! Gabrielle 
(Léa Seydoux) and Louis 
(George MacKay) face 


a foreboding future. 


os 
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THE BEAST 


LEA SEYDOUX SPANS THE CENTURIES 
IN A TIMELY SCI-FI TALE 


KKK KK 


OUT 31 MAY / CERT TBC / 146 MINS 


OPENING WITH AN actress screaming at an 
invisible attacker while filming a green-screen 
scene, The Beast immediately reveals its primary 
ideas: the eeriness of technological advancement, 
a feeling of deep anguish at a terror that isn’t 
really there, and the interaction between the 
two. Bertrand Bonello’s sci-fi — in which two 
people, Gabrielle (Léa Seydoux) and Louis 
(George MacKay), meet in different eras — is an 
extraordinary excavation of the role technology 
plays in causing emotional mayhem, anda 
clarion call to those who would use it as a stand- 
in during daily human life. 

If that sounds complicated, then buckle up: 
with three timelines and endless recurring 
symbolism, The Beast is, well, a bit of a beast. 
We begin in 1910, where Gabrielle is a musician; 
in 2014, she’s a model and actor house-sitting 
in Los Angeles; in 2044, she is considering 
“purifying” her DNA in an attempt to get ajob 
in an AI-riddled society. In all three eras, she’s 
haunted by an intense feeling that something, 
one day, will annihilate her. Is it all in her head? 

To the film’s benefit, Bonello doesn’t 
over-explain the backstory for this cold vision 
of the future, which is what sometimes dates 
less successful sci-fi movies — here, 2044 is 
a believable state of affairs, with experts already 
warning of the quasi-dystopia we could be facing 
with AI in an even closer timeframe. All we know 
is that after a ‘tragedy’ in 2025, AI has been 
increasingly relied upon in place of human-led 
employment, and that the government wants 
to ‘cleanse’ the workforce by purging them of 
upsetting memories from their past lives, thus 
reducing emotional suffering and removing biased 
decision-making — essentially, banishing ‘human 
affect’. A suffocating 4:3 aspect ratio locks us into 
this cold world where the streets are deserted, 
and the passivity of the populace — evidenced in 


asmall but crucial role by Saint Omer’s Guslagie 
Malanda as ‘doll’ Kelly — is pretty alarming. 

Thanks to what is arguably Léa Seydoux’s 
best performance, we never feel lost among all 
the complex imagery across the timelines, from 
clairvoyants to pigeons, knives and dolls. With 
just a mere flicker in her expression, it’s so easy 
to identify with her passion and pain, even if the 
uncanny atmosphere leaves a deep feeling of 
‘wrongness’ seeping into your pores like poison. 
There’s something in the 2044 scenes that feels 
strongly reminiscent of David Lynch, especially 
the way he makes you empathise with the 
anguish of Laura Palmer in Twin Peaks, despite 
all the strangeness in tone and mood. 

Throughout, the director makes us just as 
afraid as Seydoux’s Gabrielle — afraid of what is 
the question that remains so riveting. Bonello 
mixes his high-concept sci-fi with real events — 
nodding to the 1910 Great Flood of Paris, 
as well as the 2014 Isla Vista killings by 
a misogynistic incel — to disorientate us as 
viewers, forcing us to sort through what is 
real and what isn’t, just like Gabrielle. 

It’s in the 2014 timeline where there is 
the thickest atmosphere of inching dread and 
imminent catastrophe. Painted as a time of 
narcissism where nobody is really seeing, the 
world is filtered through sunglasses, videophones, 
surveillance cameras, YouTube and broadcast 
news; Dasha Nekrasova’s appearance as a model 
who speaks in an insincere Millennial drawl 
epitomises the empty posturing of the era. 
Bonello seems to be begging: wake up. 

And in its purest essence, The Beast asks 
us to entertain a scary thought: if you could, 
would you go through a medical procedure 
that would remove all the parts of your brain 
that make you upset and frightened? Despite 
its esoteric imagery, the film is incredibly 
accurate in its exploration of anxiety, from 
the cruel nature of foreboding, to the ways we 
take refuge in the past, and how we often put 
ourselves in danger in our desperate pursuit 
for inner peace. 

Though the story feels so attuned to 
current-day neuroses, its themes are timeless; 
itis, after all, loosely adapted from the Henry 
James novella The Beast In The Jungle, which 
notes: “It wouldn’t have been failure to be 
bankrupt, dishonoured, pilloried, hanged; it was 
failure not to be anything.” Bonello seems to 
echo in agreement: embrace the possibility 
of catastrophe, because a future without it is 
a whole different beast. STEPH GREEN 


VERDICT 
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He’s grrrreat: Hugh 


Grant. Below: Jerry 
Seinfeld, Cedric The 
Entertainer and 


Jim Gaffigan. 
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FILM 


UNFROSTED 


POP-TART: NEVER STOP NEVER 
POPPING 


Kk 


OUT NOW (NETFLIX) / CERT 12 / 96 MINS 


DIRECTOR Jerry Seinfeld 
CAST Jerry Seinfeld, Melissa McCarthy, 
Jim Gaffigan, Amy Schumer, Hugh Grant 


PLOT Kellogg’s boss Bob Cabana (Seinfeld) 
recounts an outlandish origin story for a 
revolutionary 1960s breakfast item: the Pop-Tart. 


HOLLYWOOD’S RECENT PREDILECTION 
for depicting the invention of particular 
products has, so far, relied on demonstrating the 
gravitas of said product’s eventual existence: 
Nike’s Air Jordans in Air; the dawn of the 
smartphone in BlackBerry; Tetris in, well, 
Tetris. Unfrosted, Jerry Seinfeld’s Pop-Tarts 
movie (yes, that’s a Pop-Tarts movie starring, 
directed, co-written and produced by Jerry 
Seinfeld) takes the opposite approach. It is, by 
design, extremely silly — an exaggerated parody 
of those tropes that ascribes history-altering 
importance to the creation of a fruit-goo-filled 
rectangle. For kids, Unfrosted argues, the arrival 
of the Pop-Tart was the most seismic cultural 
event of the ’60s; Seinfeld himself was one 
of those kids. 

His feature directorial debut, then, is 
a madcap, candy-coloured retro romp through 
acereal civil war, as breakfast rivals Kellogg’s 
and Post tool up to take first place in the toaster- 
pastry revolution. There is a small grain of truth 
in there (the companies really did battle over 
Kellogg’s Pop-Tarts and Post’s Country Squares), 
but Seinfeld eschews facts in favour of a fructose- 
syrup screwball farce. Unfrosted’s bare-bones 
plot provides the basis for a cameo-stacked 
succession of skits and bits, as the food 
industry’s brightest minds assemble to dream 
the impossible amid a deeply unserious world of 
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milkman syndicates, sugar cartels, and 

a computer that can predict people’s deaths. 
One subplot involves the creation of a sentient 
ravioli. Think Oppenheimer in Anchorman’s 
clothing, and you're on the right track. 

That rampant ridiculousness is channelled 
into a Space Race-style series of experiments 
and test-launches — mileage on whether the 
results are breezy fun or gratingly zany will 
inevitably vary. But while the gags are 
scattershot, they are frequent. Seinfeld wisely 
sets the film up as ajoke machine, playing more 
like a series of sketches than a conventional 
movie, rarely letting the pace dip, refusing 
to get bogged down in boring irrelevancies 
like ‘the truth’. Seinfeld leans into his usual 
gregarious persona; Melissa McCarthy brings 
sparky energy as brainbox ‘Stan’; Hugh Grant 
plays a lesser version of his Paddington 2 
icon Phoenix Buchanan in the role of 
Shakespearean actor-turned-Tony The Tiger, 
Thurl Ravenscroft; Jon Hamm makes a genius 
cameo that we won't spoil. 

Whether or not the jokes connect (a funeral 
attended by sombre cereal mascots is the film’s 
most inspired highlight), it’s Seinfeld’s sincerity 
that just about holds Unfrosted together — 

a love not just for Pop-Tarts themselves, but 
what they meant to kids like him. As a result, 
this isn’t just a Pop-Tart movie — it’s a movie 
Pop-Tart: no nutritional value, but sweet and 
warm to the last bite. BEN TRAVIS 


VERDICT /f Pop-Tarts are barely 

a breakfast, Unfrosted is barely a movie 

— but it’s sprinkled with solid gags, stuffed 
with super-silly guest appearances, and 
lovingly glazed in sweet ’60s trappings. 


LA CHIMERA 
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OUT 10 MAY / CERT 15/131 MINS 
DIRECTOR Alice Rohrwacher 

cast Josh O’Connor, Carol Duarte, 
Vincenzo Nemolato, Isabella Rossellini 


Writer/director Alice Rohrwacher fuses 
mischief, myth and melancholy in this playful 
contemporary folk tale that’s light on plot but 
infused with wonder. Josh O’Connor has 
never been better as Arthur, a British 
archaeologist just released from prison and 
grieving his lost love, looking like a ghost 
himself in a grubby white linen suit. He falls 

in with a ragtag band of grave-robbers 
plundering pre-Roman tombs in the Italian 
countryside. Hijinks and narrow escapes 
ensue, punctuated by moments of 
transcendent beauty, such as the flicker of 
candlelight illuminating a sculpture unseen for 
thousands of years. Enigmatic and absorbing; 
this is a beautifully crafted, grown-up /ndiana 
Jones steeped in its own distinctive magic. Lv 


SEIZE THEM! 

Kk 

OUT NOW / CERT 15/91 MINS 

DIRECTOR Curtis Vowell 

cast Aimee Lou Wood, Lolly Adefope, Nick 
Frost, Nicola Coughlan 


When you consider the pantheon of 
comedies with exclamation marks in 

the title, Curtis Vowell’s Seize Them! sits in 
the middle of the pack: a sweary, enjoyable 
medieval romp that hits and misses in equal 
measure but gets by on appealing actors 
and its unapologetically puerile spirit. It 
sees spoilt, bratty Queen Dagan (Aimee 
Lou Wood) overthrown by despot-in-waiting 
‘Humble’ Joan (Nicola Coughlan, having 

a ball), before looking for sanctuary with 
attendant Shulmay (Lolly Adefope). It's as 
cheap as ye olde chips, but Seize Them! 
turns the Dark Ages into the daft ages, 
delivering a mostly entertaining, female- 
centred comedy enlivened by winning 
performances. IF 
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FILM 


HOARD 


A DEBUT THAT WON’T BE CONSIGNED 
TO THE RUBBISH HEAP OF HISTORY 


Kk 


OUT 17 MAY / CERT 18 / 131 MINS 


DIRECTOR Luna Carmoon 
CAST Hayley Squires, Joseph Quinn, Saura 
Lightfoot-Leon, Lily-Beau Leach, Cathy Tyson 


PLOT Foster kid Maria (Lightfoot-Leon) finds 
herself drawn to an elusive visitor (Quinn) — 
triggering a hoarding habit passed down from 
her mother (Squires). 


PERHAPS IT COMES as no surprise that 

a film named Hoard is, well, disgusting. 
Everyday trash is one young woman’s treasure, 
and muck and grime communicate the 
extremities of humanity in Luna Carmoon’s 
prickly drama, which draws inspiration from the 
director’s own life. This is an uncompromising 
film that’s unafraid to wade in discomfort, for 
better or for worse. 


—E SUMMER 2024 


In its bisected story, Hoard first introduces 
the young Maria (initially played by Lily-Beau 
Leach), whose close loving relationship with her 
mother (Hayley Squires) is laid bare in their 
“catalogue of love”. In the evenings, they 
rummage round local bins, hoping to find little 
treasures to adorn their home: a hoarder’s 
paradise where stuffed bin bags cover the floors, 
tin cans dangle from ceilings and unopened 
books are stacked immeasurably high. Squires is 
captivating as a hardened mother with so much 
love to give that it lines every surface, but she’s 
let down by a hammy, overly sentimental twist. 

Following tragedy, an 18-year-old Maria 
(Saura Lightfoot-Leon) is now living in 
a spotless foster home, lazing away the summer 
after sixth form — when she locks eyes with 
Michael (Joseph Quinn), a binman visiting 
his former foster mother. Their chemistry 
verges on something primal, evident in the ways 
they chase each other on all fours and growl 
with hunger, suggestive of Maria’s sexual 
awakening. Their undefinable relationship is 
only compounded by the recent passing of 
Maria’s mother, causing Maria to smuggle 
rubbish into her bedroom once again. The 
volatile combination of love and grief is 
projected onto every trinket, and the detailed 
production design only amplifies its all- 


Dirty romancing: Hoarder 
Maria (Saura Lightfoot- 
Leon) with binman 
Michael (Joseph Quinn). 


consuming nature. 

As Maria’s connection to Michael grows 
stronger, their interactions mutate into 
something bizarre and corporeal, forging 
their bond in saliva and dirt. Hoard gleefully 
explores intimacy at its grossest, and Lightfoot- 
Leon delivers a thrilling, uninhibited 
performance, but some of Maria’s actions 
appear nonsensical, untethered to any genuine 
motivation. Of course, grief often defies 
explanation, but the film loses itself in its 
provocations. And while it brings rich texture to 
the mundanities of Maria’s life, its meandering 
pace is especially felt in a bloated runtime of 
over two hours. 

Still, there is so much to admire in a debut 
—a British one at that — that’s willing to be 
so audacious and abrasive from the outset. 
Carmoon’s film is proudly messy in the most 
literal sense. Its sensuality is so visceral, it’s 
as if you can smell the stench of Maria’s 
stockpile on you. Best to take a shower 
afterwards. IANA MURRAY 


VERDICT Luna Carmoon’s grimy study 
of loss might ultimately be too strange for its 
own good. Nevertheless, this debut boldly 
announces the arrival of one of Britain’s most 
promising new filmmakers. 


THE REGIME 

kk 

OUT NOW (SKY/NOW) / EPISODES VIEWED 6 OF 6 
SHOWRUNNER Will Tracy 

cast Kate Winslet, Matthias Schoenaerts, 
Andrea Riseborough, Hugh Grant 


As a portrait of dysfunctional politics, The 
Regime is itself somewhat dysfunctional. 
Kate Winslet plays a paranoid autocrat 

who turns to a disgraced soldier (Matthias 
Schoenaerts) to become her advisor. It aims 
for Succession by way of Veep, with flashes 
of Dr. Strangelove; yet while the HBO show 
wears its influences on its expensive sleeve, 
it possesses little of their wit or insight. This 
is a comedy that has forgotten to include the 
jokes, a polemic without much of a point 

of view. Winslet, as you’d expect, is 
excellent: a comedic performance that feels 
grounded, with an accent that’s Tim Nice But 
Dim by way of Jennifer Coolidge. But great 
acting isn’t enough. This particular revolution 
should not be televised. JN 


THE FIRST OMEN 

kkk 

OUT NOW / CERT 15/119 MINS 

DIRECTOR Arkasha Stevenson 

CAST Nell Tiger Free, Bill Nighy, Charles 
Dance, Ralph Ineson 


It’s always the way — you wait years for 

a pregnancy-focused nunsploitation movie, 
then three come along within about a month. 
We’ve had Immaculate, Deliver Us, and now 
there’s The First Omen, a prequel to the 1976 
landmark horror about a boy who could be 
the devil incarnate. Here, Nell Tiger Free 
plays the young nun whose convent is 
hiding a conspiracy that could bring about 
pure evil. It’ll all feel recognisable to anyone 
with a passing familiarity with religion-themed 
horror movies, but Free gives a sympathetic 
performance, while Bill Nighy makes 

a welcome appearance in full cassock as an 
urbane cardinal. For veterans of the genre, it’s 
not exactly the Second Coming, but novice 
viewers might find this habit-forming. CB 


FALLOUT 


AMAZON GOES ATOMIC TO MAKE 
A POST-APOCALYPTIC HIT 


Kkkk 


OUT NOW (PRIME VIDEO) / EPISODES VIEWED 8 OF 8 


SHOWRUNNERS Geneva Robertson-Dworet, 
Graham Wagner 

CAST Ella Purnell, Aaron Moten, Walton Goggins, 
Kyle MacLachlan, Leslie Uggams, Matt Berry 


PLOT Los Angeles, 2296. Lucy (Purnell) leaves 
the comfort of her Vault to find her father in 
a world destroyed by nuclear war. 


ONE OF THE most fundamentally good things 
about Fallout, the television edition, is that it’s 
not content to simply be a fawning retread of 
any one of the various games. The game series, 
which began in 1997, is simply too expansive for 
that to work (“Thou shalt always get sidetracked 
by bullshit,” as one character puts it). Creators 
Geneva Robertson-Dworet and Graham Wagner, 
along with executive producers Jonathan Nolan 
and Lisa Joy, instead reconfigure the hallmarks 
of the games developed by Bethesda to mutate it 
into its own distinct entity, turning gameplay 
into entertainingly tense dramatic beats. 

This take on Fallout follows the painfully 
naive Lucy MacLean (Ella Purnell) as she leaves 
her subterranean Vault and heads into future 
Los Angeles, post-nuclear fallout. The tone- 
setting first three episodes are directed by 
Nolan, no stranger to future dystopias, and 
Fallout is maybe his funniest, and scariest, take 
on the end of the world yet. The series opens 
with a moment full of terrifying finality. A title 
card “THE END” drops not long before the 
atomic bombs do — and so the show begins. 

The pilot episode is a little belaboured with 
set-up, launching Lucy’s journey and bouncing 
between character introductions. It picks up, 
thankfully, with the second, enabled by a great 
cast — especially Walton Goggins, playing The 
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Ghoul with nuclear-grade charm. Lucy 
herself starts as a blank slate — just as the 
games compel you to steer the protagonist’s 
morality through role-playing, Purnell plays 
her with an undercurrent of strangeness and 
dissatisfaction which makes Lucy feel like 
she could tip in any direction. 

The world built upon this devastation is 
compellingly awful, with gruesome creature- 
design and lovely (so to speak) sets built from 
an assortment of scrap, lifting the games’ 
combination of mid-century retro-futurism 
with Mad Max-esque post-apocalyptic Western 
tropes, as well as its catchy soundtrack of easy 
listening and classic country music. The action 
gets pretty nasty, as if the game’s gore-heavy 
‘Bloody Mess’ perk was applied across the board, 
and it doesn’t take long for forks to go into eyes, 
for legs and heads to be turned into mulch. 

All of that awfulness accumulates into some 
compelling, if not particularly subtle, satire 
about the cult of American imperialism. 

Not all of it holds together, but in its best 
moments the show underlines the game’s 
themes, poking at the ludicrousness of 
conservative doctrines when the empire has 
already crumbled. Ultimately, Fallout is playing 
not just with the iconography but also the power 
fantasy of the games — of one person deciding 
the fate of the world. KAMBOLE CAMPBELL 


VERDICT Fallout expands on the 
big ideas of the games, making it an 
adaptation worth watching both for fans 
and those unfamiliar. It’s an equal parts 
funny and nightmarish show that, like its 
protagonist, isn’t content to live inside 

a projection of the past. 
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Here: Love game: Art 
(Mike Faist), Tashi 
(Zendaya) and Patrick 
(Josh O’Connor). 


CHALLENGERS 


ADAGNINO SERVES UP AN ACE. 
PASS THE PIMM’S 


KkKKKK 


OUT NOW / CERT 15 / 131 MINS 


SKIN GLIMMERS IN Challengers. Tongues 
entwine, sweat drips. Dicks dangle. Spit is 
spat. In faces. 

Luca Guadagnino likes to get up close and 
personal. Of late he has blessed us with Call Me 
By Your Name’s juicy peach erotica, Bones And 
All’s ravenous finger-munching cannibalism 
and Suspiria’s, well, everything. But even by the 
director’s standards, Challengers is one tactile 


piece of work. Its cameras survey and worship 
the human body, its strength, its sexiness and its 
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vulnerabilities, but it is supremely 
physical across the board, with bones 
crunched, tennis-balls pounded and 
racquets smashed to smithereens. 
Most destructive of all, though, are 
the brutal bouts of fuckery spilling 
out of the bedroom and onto the 
court, broken relationships broken 
further across the net. The tennis is 
violent. The hatred is delicious. The 
film is a lot. 

Best friends Patrick (Josh O’Connor) and 
Art (Mike Faist) are shabby young upstarts 
when they simultaneously pursue rising 
superstar Tashi (Zendaya), and when she 
promises her phone number to whoever wins 


the next match, their groins can barely handle it. 


With their libidos incentivised, the off-court 
competition begins too, and all the obsession, 
the jealousy, the spite, the resentment that 
comes with it, as the boys’ friendship is ripped 
apart. That early romantic entanglement affects 
the threesome’s every second thereafter, 
resulting in Darwinian one-upmanship, 
fractured allegiances, seething vendettas 

and gladiatorial tennis, Guadagnino and 
screenwriter Justin Kuritzkes presenting 

a vicious treatise on uncompromising desire, 
exploring just what we sacrifice when we 


commit to getting what — or who — 
we want. 

With the time-hopping film 
consistently revisiting a present- 
day grudge-match fuelled by a decade 
of acrimony, Patrick and Art smash 
tennis balls like they’re smashing 
each other’s heads in. O’Connor’s 
cocksure Patrick, a maverick player 
shackled by his own arrogance, 
wears the gleaming grin of aman 

whose charm has rarely let him down. Faist’s 
Artis a purer, straighter, more sensitive 
sportsman, somewhat on the backfoot but 
fiercely dedicated. And as the unwaveringly 
driven Tashi, Zendaya gives a performance 
of subtle power, showing us just what she’s 
made of, delivering Kuritzkes’ venomous 
putdowns with no mercy, wielding withering 
glances to lethal effect: if looks can kill, she’s 
amass murderer. 

Indeed, sometimes Guadagnino ditches 
dialogue and lets these three extraordinary faces 
do the talking, deploying slow-motion to elevate 
what would otherwise be fleeting moments, 
giving them grandeur, laying the characters’ 
souls bare, with an intimacy that feels intrusive. 
Trent Reznor and Atticus Ross’ hi-energy 
techno-club score, meanwhile, adrenalises it 


Top to bottom: Sausage and egg McMuffins just out 
of shot; Advantage Patrick; “You cannot be serious!” 


Patrick makes his point. 


all, bringing to the fore the sheer rush of what’s 
going on as tensions, hormones and ambitions 
duke it out, so that even shots of these people 
walking through corridors feel mythic. 
Challengers is exquisitely put together, 
awork of finely tuned precision, and with 
no sport for sport’s sake. “You're playing 
percentage tennis. Waiting for me to fuck up,” 
Patrick says to Art at one point, not referring to 
the game at all, and that’s the nub of it — there is 
no difference between what’s happening on or 
off the grass. They’re all permanently on heat. 
There is so much tennis here, yet it doesn’t feel 
like a sports movie. Every bounce of the ball is 
rooted in character. Every line twists the knife 
further. Every scene is charged. Not an edit is 
wasted, emotions — and history — played out 
with every whack of the racquet, every serve like 
aslap in the face. Every second engineered to 
further the mindfuck. All three characters are 
gluttons for punishment, the film pondering the 
cost of it all, what we can be reduced to along the 
way, and what it’s like to simultaneously love 
and detest somebody. It delights in bitterness. 
Throughout, Guadagnino is on truly 
mischievous form. This is gleeful, impish 
filmmaking, but make no mistake: the stakes 
here feel like life or death, culminating in 
a climax so exhilarating, you forget to breathe. 
It’s avibrating tribute to the buzz of 
anticipation, of conquest, of sacrifice, betrayal, 
regret, failure. The whole damn lot; the thrill 
of it all. It throbs. ALEX GODFREY 


VERDICT Operating at the peak of his 
powers, Luca Guadagnino has the time of his 
life with this practically sadistic exploration of 
unrelenting obsession. It is horny, it is hungry, 
it is phenomenally exciting filmmaking. 


REBEL MOON - 
PART TWO: 
THE SCARGIVER 


BATTLE AMONG THE SCARS 


kk 


OUT NOW (NETFLIX) / CERT 12A / 122 MINS 


DIRECTOR Zack Snyder 
cast Sofia Boutella, Ed Skrein, Djimon Hounsou, 
Michiel Huisman, Bae Doona, Staz Nair 


PLOT With Admiral Noble (Skrein) resurrected, 
Kora (Boutella) and her crack team have a battle 
to fight on the humble farming planet of Veldt. 


ZACK SNYDER’S REBEL Moon — Part One was 
an enthusiastic but derivative mess: a ‘gather 
the team’ yomp through an overly familiar 
yet logically inconsistent galaxy, which 
brought together a bunch of vaguely defined 
characters as a not-so-Magnificent... Seven? 
Eight? Even that wasn’t clear. Aside from one 
neat twist, the occasional pretty shot, and the 
presence of underused robo-knight Jimmy 
(voiced by Anthony Hopkins), there was little 
to recommend it. Part Two is, at least, an 
improvement, given some much-craved focus 
by its single-planet setting (the Amish-ish 
Veldt) and battle-scene thrust. Even so, there 
isn’t that much more to recommend it. 

Sinewy villain Noble (Ed Skrein) is back 
on his feet and still looking like he’s sucking 
a walnut, but now he’s less interested in stealing 
grain than capturing Kora (Boutella, once more 
given little to do other than look anguished 
and fight). Not that she’s aware of this for the 
first hour or so. All she and her comrades know 
is the Imperium Dreadnought is due to arrive 
in five days, giving the film’s first half a ticking 
clock that is swiftly undermined by its 
incongruous sense of languor. 

Until the plasma starts blasting, The 
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Kora (Sofia Boutella) 
makes sure her 
adversaries feel the heat. 
Below: General Titus 
(Djimon Hounsou) is 

t fighting fit. 


Scargiver is mostly about farming. All done 
with pre-industrial tools (and, er, anti-grav 
platforms; apparently in this universe they can 
make things float but they don’t have combine 
harvesters) and shot so lustrously and tenderly 
by writer/director Zack Snyder it starts to feel 
like a weirdly high-def Soviet propaganda film. 
It’s also about getting chummy with the humble 
locals — who somehow find time to weave 
personalised tapestries for each of the heroes 
— and sharing backstories. 

But rather than thread some fresh insights 
about General Titus (Djimon Hounsou, laden 
with the film’s clunkiest dialogue), or the 
cool-but-hollow Nemesis (Bae Doona), or 
that one with the black stripe on their face 
(Elise Duffy), we’re instead given a whole 
info-dumping scene where they sit around 
a table and take turns to monologue about 
their pasts. The weirdest flashback is Tarak’s 
(Staz Nair). Turns out the nips-flashing, 
axe-wielding barbarian-looking dude is actually 
from a steampunk world inhabited by ruff- 
necked dandies. 

Itis arelief when the fighting finally starts, 
though it largely happens in a big brown field, 
and you have to wonder at Titus’ tactics 
(basically: run at them with hammers and 
sickles). Plus, a lot of humble farmers must die 
before Jimmy finally gets his shiny metal butt 
in gear. There are some notable casualties, but 
you'll barely care. And, predictably, there’s 
a half-arsed tease of further Rebel Moon-y 
adventures. The not-so-Magnificent Five-or- 
Six-now, it seems, may ride again. DAN JOLIN 


VERDICT Marginally better than Part 
One, but still a weird, messy and humourless 
sci-fi that gives you little reason to cheer the 
potential continuation of this Snyderverse. 
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Here: Fighting fit — 

Bill Skarsgard. 

Below: Famke Janssen 
takes aim. 


THIS MONTH’S RIP-ROARING- 
RAMPAGE-OF-REVENGE FILM 


kk 


OUT NOW / CERT 18 / 110 MINS 


THE ‘BADASS GUY goes on rampage after 
his family and/or dog is murdered’ genre is 
anything but original at this point — see the 
John Wick franchise as one of the ultimate 
examples, and Dev Patel’s Monkey Man as 

a recent one. Director Moritz Mohr tries to 
put a new spin on it with Boy Kills World 
by transplanting the setting to a zany, 
capitalism-fuelled dystopia, infusing it 
with video-game elements, and turning the 
violence up to 11. Unfortunately, the result 
is more of a derivative, headache-inducing 
imitation of the revenge thriller than a fresh 
interpretation of it. 

We're thrust into the silent protagonist 
Boy’s (Bill Skarsgard) backstory immediately 
via booming, parodic voiceover that continues 
throughout the film, a way to let us into the 
mute character’s thoughts (but given that it’s 


and disconnecting). His family’s deaths are 
depicted through flashback at the speed of 
light, before moving on to an epic training 


into a killing machine by the mysterious 
Shaman (The Raid’s Yayan Ruhian). His final 
form is the remarkably ripped Skarsgard, who 
sets out to avenge his mother and sister by 
seeing off the glamorous, tyrannical leaders of 
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BOY KILLS WORLD 


not Skarsgard’s voice, it’s continually distracting 


montage, as Boy (played as a youngster by twins 
Cameron and Nicholas Crovetti) is transformed 


this world, the Van Der Koys. 

When the rampage comes, it goes hard. 
The deranged action and intricate fight 
choreography are where Boy Kills World 
shines — the camera swoops around set- 
pieces including a two-against-many 
corridor fight, a dining-table massacre 
interspersed with munching on macarons, 
and the gnarliest use of a cheese-grater 
since Evil Dead Rise, all realised in visceral, 
wince-inducing detail. 

The film around those action scenes, 
however, is thinly drawn and obnoxiously 
executed. We’re given very little sense of the 
emotional connection between Boy and his 
family, or the Shaman, so find it hard to care 
about them or what Boy is avenging; the rules 
of the oppressive society he’s fighting against 
are never established beyond a savage yearly 
ritual called ‘The Culling’; and the general 
tone is going for a Deadpool-style, fourth-wall- 
breaking wit that, save, for a couple of chuckle- 
worthy moments, never quite lands. 

Amongst a smorgasbord of clear influences 
— from Hunger Games to Tarantino — the 
language of video games is the most prominent, 
threaded through everything from the plot, 
to the visuals, to the colourful, exaggerated 
character design. But in its pursuit to feel 
more like a game, Boy Kills World fails to deliver 
the depth and dimension it needs to really work 
as a movie. SOPHIE BUTCHER 


VERDICT 
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OUT NOW (NETFLIX) / EPISODES VIEWED 8 OF 8 
SHOWRUNNER Steven Zaillian 

casT Andrew Scott, Johnny Flynn, Dakota 
Fanning, Eliot Sumner 


1999’s The Talented Mr. Ripley cemented 
Patricia Highsmith’s Tom Ripley as a sexy, 
sun-dappled anti-hero, indulging in misplaced 
romance, murder and mystery on Italy’s 
Amalfi Coast: ‘Eat, Slay, Love’, if you will. 
Steven Zaillian has swapped the warm 
colours of Anthony Minghella’s Mediterranean 
sunsets for some severe, stunning, black- 
and-white cinematography. Recalling Cold 
War-era film noir like The Third Man or Touch 
Of Evil, it is staggeringly, starkly beautiful, 
with Andrew Scott playing the title character 
as a cold-blooded bastard. Inevitably, this is 
a less obviously inviting take on this tale. It is 
darker, literally and figuratively. But it is rare to 
find television this ambitious or finely tuned: 
a picturesque portrait of a serial killer. JN 


kk 

OUT NOW / CERT 15 / 129 MINS 

DIRECTOR Jeymes Samuel 

casT LaKeith Stanfield, David Oyelowo, 
Marianne Jean-Baptiste, James McAvoy 


What if someone remade Monty Python’s 
Life Of Brian, but with a tone that skids from 
Sunday-school awe to Friday shtick? And 
not even a Good Friday. Jeymes Samuel’s 
follow-up to his stylish debut The Harder 
They Fall looks glossy, and has an impressive 
cast of major name talent. Unfortunately it 
never finds its own point. LaKeith Stanfield 
plays Clarence, a hustler trying to make his 
way through ancient Judea, before 
considering if Messiah-ing is the way to fame 
and fortune. The tone skews from humour 
to political sermonising to attempted 
sincerity and back again; a last-act swerve 
only heightens the sense that this sermon 
on the mount is trying to shout ten things at 
once, and ultimately speaking to no-one. HOH 


SUGAR 


A SPOONFUL OF COLIN FARRELL 
MAKES THE MEDICINE GO DOWN 


Kk 


OUT NOW (APPLE TV+) / EPISODES VIEWED 8 OF 8 


SHOWRUNNER Mark Protosevich 

CAST Colin Farrell, Kirby (formerly Kirby Howell- 
Baptiste), Amy Ryan, Alex Hernandez, James 
Cromwell, Sydney Chandler, Anna Gunn, Jason 
Butler Harner 


PLOT Private investigator John Sugar (Farrell) is 
hired to find a missing woman who is part of 

a powerful Hollywood dynasty. He has no idea 
what he’s getting himself into. 


ONE OF THE most wearying things to be 

told about a new show is that “you have to 

stick with it”; that you should give it time to get 
good. A story should earn your continued 
attention, not expect it. It would be easy to 

give up on Sugar after a couple of episodes if 
youre not content with a stylish but formulaic 


contemporary LA-set mystery. It eventually 
turns into something bolder and more 
intriguing, but yes, you really do have to stick 
with it. 

It’s hard to say why it doesn’t all quite hang 
together without giving too much away, but 
the trickiness at the core of Sugar is that it’s 
unfurling concurrent mysteries, and the balance 
is off. One is the hunt for a missing woman. The 
other is the puzzle of who our hero is and what 
drives him. The former gets the most attention 
for more than half of the series, and it’s not 
particularly gripping. 

Private detective John Sugar (Colin Farrell, 
enjoying playing with the archetype), a man who 
says he “doesn’t like to hurt people” yet frequently 
does, is hired by a Hollywood producer (James 
Cromwell) to find his missing granddaughter 
(Sydney Chandler). It’s a take on the well- 
worn ‘dark side of Hollywood’ trope, with all 
the usual ingredients — sexual exploitation, 
compromising photos, double-crossing dames 
— but the plot doesn’t have much ofa spin on 
a well-spun genre. It’s handsomely done, and 
has a weighty cast (Amy Ryan, Anna Gunn, 
Kirby, Jason Butler Harner), but while it seems 
to know it’s hitting the obvious beats, it doesn’t 
change the fact it’s all stuff we’ve seen before. 

However, there are signs from the get-go 
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Left: Sweet 
enough: Colin 
Farrell turns 
sharp-suited PI. 
Below, top to 
bottom: Amy 
Ryan as partner- 
in-crime-solving 
Melanie 
Mackintosh; 
Kirby as Sugar 
support Ruby. 


that there is something more going on. There 
are peculiarities in Sugar’s behaviour. The 
direction, from Fernando Meirelles (the City Of 
God filmmaker has helmed several episodes), is 
playful. In style and framing it’s like a fun game 
of spot-the-reference for film nerds — Sugar 
himself declares his film nerdery within the 
first few minutes. There seem to be winks at 
everything from Billy Wilder to Wong Kar-wai 
to Jean-Pierre Melville. There are brief clips 

of old movies — The Third Man, The Thing, 

The Night Of The Hunter — spliced into the 
action, apparently as echoes of what Sugar 

is experiencing. It all suggests this isn’t just 

a film-noir love-letter. It eventually opens 
things up in very unexpected ways. 

The hitch is that by the time that comes — 
six episodes in — it’s asking the audience to pivot 
to acompletely different show for the last two 
episodes. It’s a development that’s promising if 
there’s to be a second season — and Farrell’s 
restrained performance softens the skid into it 
— but it’s an extraordinarily long run-up to 
starting the real story. OLLY RICHARDS 


VERDICT The show that Sugar 
eventually becomes is original, weird, and has 
huge potential. It’s just very odd that it takes 
six episodes to reveal itself. 
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Tony Montana: all he has 
in this world is his balls 
and his word. And this. 


massive gun. 


THE WORLD 
IS YOURS: 
THE STORY 
OF SCARFACE 


SAY HELLO TO YOUR BOOKSHELF’S 
NEW LITTLE FRIEND 
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AUTHOR GLENN KENNY 


THEY DON’T MAKE’em like 
Scarface anymore, but then, 
they didn’t really make them 
Seana = like Scarface back then, either. 
Semiiiziiaeg The febrile combination of 
\ - director Brian De Palma, 
GLENN KENNY screenwriter Oliver Stone and 
actor Al Pacino shaped an 
operatic crime epic unlike any other, and this 
book by veteran film journalist Glenn Kenny 
reveals a behind-the-scenes story almost as 
fraught as Tony Montana’s own history. 
After a quick historical and film primer 
on the history of Prohibition, gangster movies 
and cocaine use in the US, Kenny profiles the 
personalities involved, analysing their careers 
before the film to give context to their decision- 
making on Scarface. His deep knowledge of film 
history and long career help, treating the movie 
seriously even in its less serious moments, as do 
his friendships with figures who had close ties 
to the filmmakers at the time, like screenwriter 
and Hollywood insider Jay Cocks. 
Kenny writes in a pleasantly looping style, 


referring in passing to anecdotes that he returns 
to in more depth as the book goes on. Especially 
in the later chapters, he quotes his interviewees 
in long, almost unedited chunks, the better to 
communicate their speech patterns. A little 
resigned irritation seeps through when his 
requests for an interview with Pacino are turned 
down, but he fills the gaps with archive 
interviews, a public Q&A with Pacino, and 
everyone else’s stories about the actor, who was 
intensely involved in the film’s creation and 
prone to endless takes and agonising over the 
details of his character. But in this account there 
was method to Pacino’s apparent mania; his 
requests for redesigned sets or rewritten scenes 
often pay off in unexpected ways, giving Tony 
the space to roll around on an office chair, for 


example, when planning an assassination. 
Oddly, Kenny shares lots of opinions in 
passing but doesn’t discuss his own views on 
Scarface. Perhaps it’s simply assumed that he 
agrees with (most of) his interviewees that 
it’s amasterpiece, and not with those who 
criticise its excesses. But given his film knowledge 
and research in chronicling its creation, he 
does everything he needs without a review. 
There’s more than enough welcome chewy 
asides and character sprinkled throughout the 
insightful analysis. HELEN O’HARA 
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THE IDEA OF YOU 


THINK ‘NOTTING HILL MEETS THE 
SEVENTH SERIES OF THE X FACTOR’ 


Kk KK 


OUT NOW (PRIME VIDEO) / CERT TBC / 115 MINS 


DIRECTOR Michael Showalter 
cast Anne Hathaway, Nicholas Galitzine, Ella 
Rubin, Reid Scott, Annie Mumolo 


PLOT After chaperoning her teen daughter to 
Coachella, divorced art dealer Solene (Hathaway) 
strikes up an unexpected romance with boyband 
heartthrob Hayes Campbell (Galitzine). 


FANS OF BOYBANDS love to fantasise. When 
rich emotional worlds can be spun from vague 
lyrics that anyone can see themselves in, wild 
daydreams soon follow, conjuring dreamy 
strangers-to-lovers scenarios (or even romances 
between the pop stars themselves — google 
“Larry Stylinson” at your own peril). 

It’s the kind of fantasy given feature-length 
treatment in The Idea Of You, a story about 


aromance between the 24-year-old frontman 
of fictional boyband August Moon and the 
40-year-old divorced mother of a former fan. 
Many have speculated that the story’s blueprint, 
based on Robinne Lee’s 2017 novel, emerged 
from Harry Styles fan fiction; whether that’s 
true needn’t matter. What emerges is an 
intelligent and surprisingly level-headed study 
of stardom and desire that could only have been 
made in our passionate and judgemental 
Extremely Online era. 

Nicholas Galitzine — who has shown 
himself to be impressively versatile in the likes 
of Bottoms, Red White & Royal Blue and Mary 
& George —plays pop star Hayes Campbell with 
supreme ease and a megawatt smile. It’s at 
Coachella Festival that Hayes meets Solene 
(Anne Hathaway, juggling conflicting emotions 
brilliantly), reluctantly accompanying her 
daughter, who actually fell out of love with the 
band years ago. 

The unlikely new couple are drawn to each 
other like magnets, the chemistry palpable, 
never not aware of the absurd scrutiny that soon 
follows, while taking one another seriously, 
holding each other’s emotions carefully. Michael 
Showalter directs the improbable love affair 
with the same concern (and fun!) he brought to 
Jessica Chastain’s Oscar-winning The Eyes Of 
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She was doing 
to hold on to hery 


Ss 


_ 


Tammy Faye, always holding focus on the lead duo 
— the rest of the band may as well not be there 
—and sensitively depicting the risks they face. 

The film asks a lot of thorny, compelling 
questions about desire in the digital age: 
identifying that a nostalgic crush is different to 
a brand-new one, and that those feelings are 
wildly different at 17, 27 or 37. Equally, few films 
understand as well as this one how online hate 
(and the complexity of stans — extremely 
devoted fans) shapeshifts depending on the 
perspective, as fast as celebrity culture and the 
internet itself keeps changing. 

But the bold ending of The Idea Of You 
speaks to how exciting and hopeful this fantasy 
can be. It’s why the concept of fan fiction ever 
endures, why audiences constantly crave more 
romantic comedies to believe in. There is a 
world in which this story has a logical, cautious 
ending. But pop music has always thrived in 
a world where you can believe in your ridiculous 
dreams, for just a minute. ELLA KEMP 


VERDICT Deceptively courageous 

and perceptive on parasocial celebrity culture 
— and on the fallacy that women have 
expiration dates — The Idea Of You has 
good, clean fun with two characters it’s 
impossible not to love. 
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Warrior soul: 

A masterless samurai 
battles his way through 
19th-century Japan. 


RISE OF 
THE RONIN 


LONELY SAMURAI LIFE BECOMES AN 
OPEN-WORLD ROMP 


Kk 


PSS 


AFTER YEARS OF fans clamouring for an 
Assassin’s Creed entry set in feudal Japan, 
Ubisoft finally confirmed that its stealth-action 
series would indeed be heading to the land of the 
rising sun for its next entry, due in 2025. Getting 
the drop on that game by a full year, however, is 
this PlayStation 5 exclusive from Team Ninja, 
which may have just stolen some of its 
katana-wielding thunder. 

Rise Of The Ronin is an open-world, 
samurai action-role-playing game that will 
feel immediately familiar to anyone who’s 
strategically sliced, diced, dodged and countered 
their way through the studio’s more recent order, but the game mostly pulls it off, balancing 
efforts, Wo Long: Fallen Dynasty and the Nioh real-world elements with more fun, fictionalised 
series. Similar to those titles, Rise Of The Ronin stuff you won’t find in textbooks. 


somewhat superfluous. Then again, it’s difficult 
to fault the game too much for being overstuffed 
— not least when its bells-and-whistles 


is acombat-heavy affair that finds you regularly Much of the latter spawns from the many approach also fuels a brilliant feline-fetching 
engaged in punishing yet satisfying encounters ways in which you can mould the story, from meta game (you can not only pet and collect the 
that reward skill and thoughtfulness over choosing which allies to back and factions to cats in Rise Of The Ronin, but also send your 
mindless button-mashing. join, to making critical decisions that will furry friends on reward-yielding missions). 

But outside of the frequent blade ballets, the potentially change the course of history. But While we might wish this game had used its 
title can’t help but recall Ubisoft’s open-world while the massive world can enhance the blades to trim some of the fat, the game remains 
formula as much as Team Ninja’s tried-and-true narrative, the sheer size of the game map can a worthy open-world romp that'll hold your 
template — for better, but sometimes worse. On also bury the story. In offering players a fully attention until Ubisoft’s samurai assassin 
the plus side, Rise Of The Ronin borrows from explorable world, packed with content, the game arrives next year. MATT CABRAL 
Assassin’s Creed’s use of historical settings, is almost too generous, pulling you every which 
characters and stories. Set in 19th-century way with countless distractions that threaten to VERDICT 
Japan, it takes place in Edo, Kyoto, and break the immersion. 


Yokohama, across nearly two decades. Tackling 
this historically rich time and place is a tall 


The numerous ways to upgrade your 
character similarly suffer from feeling 


DRAGON'S DOGMA II 
kkk 
PC, PS5, XBOX SERIES X|S 


DUNE IMPERIUM 
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ANDROID, IOS, PC 


TEENAGE MUTANT NINJA TURTLES 
ARCADE: WRATH OF THE MUTANTS 
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NINTENDO SWITCH, PC, PS4, PS5, XBOX ONE, 
XBOX SERIES X|S 
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She was such 


a fang-girl. 
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“What are we 
talking about: like, 
an Anne Rice or 
a True Blood? You 
know, Twilight? 
Very different kind 


Matilda-from-Matilda-The-Musical 
turn — is actually an ancient, 
bloodthirsty, rage-fuelled vampire 


The creepy old mansion — with 
secret passageways, a basement 
corpse depository and metal 


ABIGAIL 


CINEMA REMINDS US YET AGAIN TO 
NEVER TRUST SMALL CHILDREN 


Kk KK 


OUT NOW / CERT 18 / 109 MINS 


IN 1907, TWIST-in-the-tale specialist O. Henry 
published The Ransom Of Red Chief, a short story 
about kidnappers whose victim is so obnoxious 
they wind up paying the brat’s family to take him 
back. It’s been repeatedly adapted, officially and 
unofficially, including versions by Yasujir6 Ozu 
and Howard Hawks. Abigail offers a new spin. 
This 12-year-old ballerina — Alisha Weir, in a 
ferocious how-not-to-be-typecast-forever-as- 


with extreme daddy issues. 

It’s slightly an issue that trailers 
and pre-publicity not only reveal the 
end-of-the-first-act twist but sell it 
as the high concept. The film, wittily 
scripted by Stephen Shields (The Hole 
In The Ground) and Guy Busick, teases 
effectively for half an hour. It’s a heavy hint that 
the theme music, accompanied by a solo ballet 
turn, is that snatch of Swan Lake heard at the 
beginning of Dracula in 1931, but the first act 
then plays like a shadowy riff on Reservoir Dogs. 
Mastermind Lambert (Giancarlo Esposito) 
teams up flawed experts to pull off a kidnapping, 
insisting they not know anything about each 
other and giving them Rat Pack code names. 

Smarty-pants medic Joey (Melissa Barrera) 
does a Sherlock Holmes bit, deducing that team 
leader Frank (Dan Stevens) is an ex-cop, hacker 
Sammy (Kathryn Newton) is a rich-kid rebel, 
muscle Peter (Kevin Durand) is Quebecois and 
asecret softie, sniper Rickles (William Catlett) is 
ex-military, and wheel man Dean (Angus Cloud) 
is asociopath. Enough is going on with the 
fractious gang that they don’t notice Abigail has 
been brought to her own house as a hide-out. 


of vampires.” 
SAMMY 
(KATHRYN 
NEWTON) 


‘you're-fucked’ window shutters — 
is a death trap. 

At gunpoint, Abigail admits she’s 
the daughter of a big shot whose 
fearsome rep suggests a cross between 
Keyser S6ze and Dracula. Eventually, 
she loses patience with pretending to be human 
and goes into an athletic biting frenzy. 
Co-directors Matt Bettinelli-Olpin and Tyler 
Gillett made the recent Scream revivals (with 
Barrera) but landed on the horror map with Ready 
Or Not (scripted by Busick); here, they revisit 
the chase-around-a-spooky-mansion scenario, 
with smart, desperate chatter and gruesome 
splatstick comedy. Once the vampire card is on the 
table, there are several more surprises to spring. 
Future horror scholars can ponder why audiences 
in our era were so terrified of monsters shaped 
like little girls, but Abigail is a welcome sister to 
the Orphan and M3GAN in a trinity of tween- 
impersonating killing machines. KIM NEWMAN 
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FRANKLIN 


HAMILTON: THE NON-MUSICAL 
SPIN-OFF 


KKK 


OUT NOW (APPLE TV+) / EPISODES VIEWED 8 OF 8 


MICHAEL DOUGLAS TOOK the title role of 
Benjamin Franklin in this enjoyable Apple TV+ 
series because he “wanted to see how I looked in 
tights”. This sartorial experimentation sees 
Douglas elevate the eight-episode period drama, 
having a costumed ball of a time playing one of 
America’s Founding Fathers. The haphazard 
switching between English and subtitled French 
suggests a Euro-pudding but, well-played by an 
international cast, Franklin is an entertaining 
sortie though powdered wigs and power politics 
without ever becoming completely gripping. 
Adapted from Stacy Schiff’s 2005 book 
A Great Improvisation, Franklin begins with 
America on the brink of defeat in the War Of 
Independence. Benjamin Franklin (Douglas) is 
dispatched to France as unofficial emissary to 
drum up Gallic support to turn the tide in the 
battle against the ‘rosbifs’. Spanning the eight- 
year mission, the show is at its best charting the 
chicanery, subterfuge and gamesmanship as the 
super-charming Franklin woos the French court 
into giving them soldiers, muskets, ammo and 
ships. Part scientist, part diplomat, Franklin 
(the dialect coach opts for the French actors to 
pronounce it ‘Fronk-lan’) arrives as a celebrity, 
and Douglas still has le rizz to play it to the hilt. 
Away from the men-talking-in-chambres 
scenes, there’s Franklin’s intriguing will-they- 


Big wigs Benjamin (Michael 
Douglas) and Temple (Noah 
Jupe). Below: “Enchanté!” 
Franklin and Madame Brillon 


(Ludivine Sagnier). 


won’t-they? relationship with composer 
Madame Brillon (Ludivine Sagnier) — any time 
something interesting looks like it is about to 
happen, they get interrupted, to the point where 
it becomes ludicrous. The show’s other major 
strand follows Franklin’s 17-year-old grandson 
Temple (A Quiet Place’s Noah Jupe) as he makes 
his way through the court of Versailles. Jupe is 
engaging enough, but it feels like filler (especially 
Episode 6) in-between the politicking. 

Just when things are starting to feel same-y, 
Eddie Marsan turns up as President-to-be John 
Adams, sent to represent a more hard-line 
American approach to negotiation, and gives the 
whole thing a new dynamic. Adams is the polar 
opposite of Franklin — a charmless, witless 
wonk — and the scenes of the two of them 
butting heads are tons of fun. 

Aveteran of high-end TV, director Tim Van 
Patten marshals efficiently, if never thrillingly, 
and, while there’s some wit in Kirk Ellis and 
Howard Korder’s writing, it lacks snap in the 
plotting. But the show gets by on the sheer 
force of Douglas’ magnetic personality. Whether 
he is ruminating on the value of farting (“It is 
remarkable how one’s outlook is improved by 
the passing of wind”) or sporting a variety of 
headgear fashioned out of dead animals, he 
makes Franklin (and Franklin) eminently 
watchable. And, don’t worry Michael, you pull 
off the tights too (so to speak). IAN FREER 
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WITH DEADPOOL 
& WOLVERINE, 
MARVEL IS ENTERING ITS 
CRAZY ERA. WILL THE X-MEN 
BE X-RATED? WHAT'S THE 
DEAL WITH DOGPOOL? 

AND CAN WADE WILSON AND 
LOGAN SAVE THE MCU? 
LET'S FIND OUT... 


WORDS 
CHRIS HEWITT 


THE ROAD TO Deadpool & Wolverine — the 

i movie that teams up two of Marvel’s most iconic 

; characters, Deadpool and Wolverine — began 

| with Deadpool (but not Wolverine) pitching 

} a movie about Deadpool and Wolverine, but not 

{ Deadpool & Wolverine. That would come later. 

| Much later. 

{ Confused? So are we. But we’re in this 

4 together, so let us explain. 

{ In 2018, Deadpool 2 is released. It’s the 
second (technically third — we'll get to that 
later) film starring Ryan Reynolds as Wade 
Wilson aka Deadpool, a mutant mercenary 
who, thanks to a healing factor anda brain 

\ 

} 
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that Reynolds compares to a “half-eaten 
omelette”, has become a crazy, unpredictable, 
unkillable killing machine. Who, somehow, also 
knows, or at least believes, that he’s in a movie, 
and who breaks the fourth wall as easily as he 
breaks necks. 

The movie, like the first, is a huge hit, taking 
in nearly $800 million worldwide. It is further 
vindication for Reynolds, who not only plays 
the title role, but co-writes and produces, and 
is Deadpool’s cinematic caretaker, having 
shepherded the character to the big screen at 
20th Century Fox despite the scepticism of 
many a suit. 

Now, though, Fox — which owned the X-Men 
movies and all related characters, including 
Deadpool — was no longer in the game. They 
had just been acquired by Disney, which owns 
Marvel Studios and therefore the Marvel 


Cinematic Universe. The door had apparently 
opened for Deadpool to join the party. But it 
wasn’t that simple. 

“T genuinely didn’t know, a few years ago, if 
I would ever play Deadpool again,” Reynolds tells 
Empire from New York. “Disney buying Fox, at 
least in my perspective, put things in jeopardy.” 

Largely because it seemed that Marvel 
wanted to play the long game with the X-Men, 
slowly but surely introducing its own versions of 
the characters. New broom, sweep clean. But 
there’s something so indelible about Reynolds 
as Deadpool, casting so perfect it practically 
forbids anyone from following in their footsteps, 
that it would have been foolish for the studio not 
to consider its options. Which is what it did. 

“T got called up to the big man, and went 
over there,” recalls Reynolds, “and I pitched a 
movie that I thought would be a great third film.” 


The ‘big man’ was Kevin Feige, President 
(actual job title) and Numero Uno Grande 
Fromage (not actual job title) at Marvel Studios, 
and producer of every single film in the MCU 
since it was established in 2008. The pitch was 
one of those big, brassy, bold ideas that Reynolds 
is famous for, like ‘buy a Welsh football team 
with one of the dudes from It’s Always Sunny In 
Philadelphia. Not Danny DeVito. Repeat: NOT 
Danny DeVito’. 

On this day, Reynolds pitched a movie in 
which Deadpool teamed up on screen with the 
most iconic of all the X-Men, a mutant with 
a handy healing factor and six metal claws who 
became a crazy, unpredictable, unkillable killing 
machine. He wanted Wolverine. 

In particular, he wanted a “Rashomon story 
about Wolverine and Deadpool and something 
that they got into together, but told from three 


completely different perspectives,” explains 
Reynolds. “It was a way to make a large-scale 
movie in a very small way.” 

Feige listened to what Reynolds had to 
say. He heard a pitch that, for pretty much 
every other executive in Hollywood, would have 
been a greenlighting no-brainer. And then he 
said no. 


hat may seem counter- 

intuitive. Feige is the 

guy who has raised the 

biggest golden goose in 

the history of movies, and 
here he was, leaving the mother of all gleaming 
eggs on the table. But he had his reasons. 

One, and this was perhaps the biggest, was 
that Wolverine was dead. The unkillable killing 
machine had finally been killed, laid to rest at 
the end of James Mangold’s Logan in 2017. 
Soon after that, and soon after the Disney/Fox 
takeover had been announced, Feige had 
breakfast with Hugh Jackman, the actor who 
had played Logan across 17 years and nine 
movies. And there, Feige did something 
unexpected too. Rather than ask Jackman to 
reconsider his decision to hang up his claws, and 
come play with Spider-Man and his amazing 
friends, Feige told Jackman to enjoy his 
retirement. “We were in the midst of Infinity 
War and Endgame,” recalls Feige. “I said, ‘Let 
me give you a piece of advice, Hugh. Don’t 
come back. You had the greatest ending in 
history with Logan. That’s not something we 
should undo.” 

So he didn’t. But that’s not the only reason 


Clockwise 
from far left: 
Pusher of 
buttons: 
Antihero 
Deadpool/Wade 
Wilson (Ryan 
Reynolds) is 
back on the up; 
Deadpool drives 
Wolverine (Hugh 
Jackman) to 
drink; Director 
Shawn Levy 
with Reynolds 
and Jackman 
on set. 


why he passed on Reynolds’ pitch. “The truth is, 
I wasn’t even sure how to incorporate Deadpool 
yet,” Feige tells Empire. “I was very much 
thinking about how to bring mutants and the 
X-Men into [the MCU], and I thought it needed 
to be more than just playing the hits. But the 
truth is, Ryan is an idea machine. So he may 
have pitched that to me, but he also pitched 

25 other thoughts and ideas.” 

Reynolds’ estimate is not far off that. “I went 
back to the drawing board, and I wrote up about 
18 different treatments,” he says. “Some of them 
almost like a Sundance film, a budget of under 
$10 million, sort of using the IP in a way that 
they previously hadn’t used, and I pitched bigger 
movies, and I pitched things in-between.” 

In 2022, Reynolds brought on Shawn Levy, 
his friend and director on Free Guy and The 
Adam Project, to help crack the nut. But the nut 
remained shut. “I really didn’t think it would 
happen at certain times,” admits Reynolds. 
“Other times I thought Deadpool may end up 
being like a Stan Lee kind of cameo in the 
movies in the future, which is something 
I wasn’t totally opposed to.” 

Then something happened that changed 
everything. Hugh Jackman went for a drive. 

‘ 
ackman had long been 
aware of Reynolds’ desire to 
pull off the ultimate Marvel 
team-up. They had chatted 
acouple of times about the 
prospect. But Jackman remained steadfast. “For 
five years I was 100 per cent thinking I was done. 
And I was okay with it.” > 
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So, well was left alone. Until that morning 
in the summer of 2022. Jackman had been 
ona call with his agent, who had said, “Dude, 
you're at such a great point in your career. 

You can do anything you want. What do you 
want to do?” Jackman didn’t have an answer. 
And then he climbed into his car for a drive 
to the beach. At the moment he fired up 

the engine, he had no intention of playing 
Wolverine again. By the time he got out, he 
was ready to once again be the best there is at 
what he does. 

“IT was about an hour into the drive,” he 
remembers. “And that question came into my 
head: ‘What do I want to do?’ And as soon as 
Iasked the question, I wanted to do Deadpool 
& Wolverine. I just knew it. I drove for another 
hour. Couldn’t stop thinking about it. And I got 
out of the car, called Ryan, and said, ‘Ryan, if 
you'll have me, I’m in.” 

Reynolds would have him, alright. 
Instantly, he, Levy, and his writing team of 
Rhett Reese, Paul Wernick and Zeb Wells went 
full steam ahead with a plan to incorporate 
Jackman. Reynolds admits to nerves in crafting 
Logan’s story. “I found a way in that didn’t 
disturb any of the legacy of Logan, and 
Wolverine in general.” 

Feige says there will be Logan references in 
Deadpool & Wolverine, but “very reverential” 
ones, while any concerns Jackman had were 
quickly quashed. “I knew Ryan would fight as 
hard for Wolverine as I would fight for him,” 
he says. 
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nce it became clear 
that not only was 
Deadpool 3 happening, 
but it was also going 
to incorporate 
Wolverine, the feverish speculation began. 
Would this film properly insert Deadpool into 
the MCU? If so, how? And Wolverine, too? Is 
this the gateway to the X-Men popping up for 
good? Would Reynolds and Jackman be sticking 
around in the long term? 

The answers will have to remain shrouded 
in secrecy for the time being. Everyone’s lips 
are sealed so tightly, they might as well be 
sewn shut. “I’m very nervous talking to you,” 
admits Reynolds, while Jackman confesses, with 
a grin, “I’ve never been so scared of what’s 
coming out of my mouth.” 

This we do know, thanks to both everyone’s 
mouths and approximately 12 minutes of footage 
Empire was privy to, which contains a fourth-wall 
gag so good, it may be the real reason Fleabag 
ended. Wade Wilson is living his life in what we 
will call the Fox Universe of Cinematic Marvel 
Experiences, or FUCME for short. Deadpooling 
is a thing of the past. Drudgery is the order of 
the day. “The story I was writing is a bit about 
survivor’s guilt, and friendship, and what that 
meant,” says Reynolds. “And I think a bit of 
middle-aged ennui as well, as sexy as that is.” 

Luckily, a new lease of life arrives in the 
form of a group of TVA (Time Variance 
Authority) agents, who bring Deadpool to the 
mysterious Mr Paradox, played by Matthew 
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Macfadyen. “He’s sexy, heroic,” laughs 
Macfadyen. “He’s running the TVA and he 
appears on the surface to be quite helpful. He’s 
got a plan for Deadpool.” 

Which involves showing him what 
Feige calls “the most glorious place in the 
world”, aka the Sacred Timeline, the one 
true timeline in the Multiverse. Which also 
just happens to be the home of the Marvel 
Cinematic Universe. “Deadpool is very 
intrigued by that,” says Feige. Paradox makes 
Deadpool an offer. “He learns soon thereafter 
that it’s not quite as simple an offer as he 
thought it was,” adds Feige. “And the stakes 
are universe-sized.” 

What Deadpool has to do in order to earn 
his place in the MCU is unclear, although we 
suspect it will involve gratuitous violence and 
wanton cameos, ranging from former FUCME 
stars (the film’s second trailer teased X-villains 
Lady Deathstrike and Azazel) to current MCU 
heavy-hitters (Chris Hemsworth as Thor has 
been confirmed). Then there’s the rumoured 
likes of Taylor Swift as the mutant Dazzler and, 
just possibly, a chance for Dougray Scott — the 
man who had originally been cast as Wolverine 
— to finally wield the claws. “It’s like an Easter 
egg farm, this movie,” laughs Levy. 

One of those Easter eggs was seen in the 
second trailer, in the shape of the colossal corpse 
of a version of Giant-Man (Ant-Man when he’s, 
well, giant), that is a base for Emma Corrin’s 
Cassandra Nova, the film’s chief antagonist. 
“They don’t play the character like a villain, and 
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Left: Emma Corrin’s Cassandra Nova descends. 
Above: Deadpool gets a right licking from Dogpool, played 
by a mutt named Peggy, who recently won an award for 


being Britain’s Ugliest Dog. 


that’s the kind of villain I love,” says Reynolds of 
Corrin’s turn as the bald telepath. “A villain who 
has real grounded and nuanced convictions.” 

And, in the midst of all this chaos, all roads 
for Deadpool lead to Wolverine. Or, a Wolverine. 
Because this isn’t the same character we’ve met 
before “Correct,” confirms Feige), which gives 
Jackman the chance to try out new colours. 
Literally, in the case of Wolverine’s iconic blue- 
and-yellow costume, seen on the big screen for 
the first time. At last, the question, “What would 
you prefer — yellow spandex?” has an answer. 
“We almost did it in The Wolverine,” says Jackman. 
“But from the moment I put it on here, I was like, 
‘How did we never do this?’ It looked so right, it 
felt so right. I was like, ‘That’s him.’ There are 
different sides of Wolverine we haven’t seen 
before in the movies. It was exciting for me.” 

Blue-and-yellow, red-and-black, black-and- 
blue. When Deadpool and Wolverine meet, they 
embark upon a journey that may just save the 
universe(s). Along the way, there will be 
bickering. There will be banter. There will even 
be full-on, crotch-stabbing violence. “It’s great 
for Deadpool to have someone who will punch 
him in the face,” laughs Jackman. But more than 
anything, they’ll learn about the power of 
friendship. And they don’t have to look too far 
for inspiration. 
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If Deadpool does indeed 
travel the Multiverse in 
Deadpool & Wolverine, 
there’s a good chance 

that our Wade Wilson will 
encounter, and most likely 
eviscerate, a number of 
Deadpool variants. But one 
likely to escape a swift 
skewering will be Dogpool, 
a canine counterpart whose 
bite may be worse than 
her bark. We asked Ryan 
Reynolds for the inside 
poop scoop. 


Well, Dogpool’s a Pool, so 
probably has some moral 
flexibility about where she 
wees and poops. 


Yeah. But otherwise, that 
dog was a stroke of luck. 
Her real name is Peggy, 
and she won the award for 
Britain’s Ugliest Dog. The 
reason why | was a huge 
proponent for her was 
because she feels like the 
animal manifestation of 
Wade Wilson. 


It’s love at first sight. He 
loves Dogpool. It was, just 
like many things during the 
writing process, a tiny little 
afterthought, and it grew. It 
was one of those things 
where you just keep 
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RYAN REYNOLDS ON THE HAIRY WONDERS OF DOGPOOL 


listening to the movie, and 
Dogpool became a staple. 


Those trainers were 
miracle-workers. They got 
Peggy in fighting shape for 
the movie. She was treated 
like a queen, as she should 
be. And my kids loved 
Peggy, which | was 
shocked by because kids 
can sometimes see the 
world in ways that are not 
necessarily as kind as 
you’d maybe hope. But 
they instantly fell in love 
with Peggy. They still wish 
| was able to come home 
with her. 
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his is not the first time 
that Reynolds and 
Jackman have shared 
screen-time as Wade 
Wilson and Logan. In 
2009, Jackman went solo in the clunky and 
clunkily titled X-Men Origins: Wolverine. 
Alongside him was an eclectic cast that included 
Dominic Monaghan, Liev Schreiber, actual 
will.i.am, and Ryan Reynolds as amotormouthed 
mutant named Wade Wilson. For Reynolds, who 
had long been a fan of Deadpool, it was a chance 
for him to put his stamp on the character. 
Except famously, or infamously, Deadpool 
never appears in that film. At the end of the 
movie, Wade is reinvented as a character called 
Weapon XI, who has everything Deadpool has 
— the swords, the skills, the dark patches around 
the eyes — bar one thing: a mouth. Which, for 
a character primarily known for his wit, was less 
than ideal. It was a dark time for Reynolds. But 
there is one memory that he holds dear from 
that shoot. “We had this elevator scene,” he says. 
“And there was a writers’ strike, so we had no 
script, so I was just kind of improv-ing. It was 
along day and we moved on to some other scene 
and I remember I said to Hugh, ‘God, I wish I had 
another crack at that elevator scene.’ And this 
guy, this motherfucker, stopped everything and 
asked them to light the elevator set again, got all 
the other cast to file into the elevator and gave 
me that shot to get it right. I'll never forget that.” 
Jackman remembers it very well. “I know 
what that pain is like. It’s a horrible feeling,” he 
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says. “And all the stuff we shot then, we used. 
I think that bonded us in a way.” 

The two have been fast friends ever since. 

“T would give him the shirt off my back,” says 
Jackman of Reynolds. So Deadpool & Wolverine 
became a paean to the joys of friendship. “As 
much as I take the ever-loving fucking piss 
out of him each and every day, underneath 
that is a genuine love story,” says Reynolds. 
“As adversarial as we are in the movie, the 
undercurrent is one of real love. Getting to 
spend time with my two closest friends, and 
waking up in the morning with a passionate 
devotion to say something so horrendous that 
they fall over laughing is a gift.” 

Levy, of course, also worked with Jackman 
on 2011’s Real Steel, and the trio started the 
production with an embrace, putting the hugfest 
in Hughfest. “That was all of us being so grateful 
that not only did we get to work together,” says 
Reynolds, “but we got to make this: a Deadpool 
and Wolverine movie.” 

Levy talks of the thrill he got when both 
of his leads were on set at the same time. 

“There were many days when I turned to my 
cameraman and went, ‘Holy fucking shit, that’s 
Deadpool!” he laughs. “And the same thing 
when Hugh would step on set in the yellow-and- 
blue. I had Wolverine and Deadpool side by side, 
day after day, for 69 days.” Snigger. “And I wanted 
big, wide frames that let us revel in that. As ’m 
editing, I’m leaning on those two-shots a lot 
more, because there is something extra-iconic 
about these two actors as these two characters.” 


We'll say. You couldn’t have picked a more 
perfect pair to save the MCU. 


kay, that’s perhaps a tad 
over-dramatic. The MCU 
— the most successful 
franchise in the history 
of cinema — is not in 
need of saving. But it is in need of a boost. A lot 
has changed since August 2022. Liz Truss 
became Prime Minister. Wrexham are now in 
the Football League. Liz Truss quit as Prime 
Minister. And the MCU has had a bit of a wobble. 
In the last year or so, while there have been 
triumphs (Guardians Vol. 3, the second season 
of Loki, X-Men 97), there have also been 
downright disasters (the execrable Secret 
Invasion; Jonathan Majors’ conviction for 
assault, which prompted the studio to fire 
him as their new Big Bad, Kang), and 
disappointments at the box office: The Marvels’ 
$206 million was the worst result in the studio’s 
16-year history. It has led to soul-searching 
internally. “It’s been a rough time,” admits Louis 
D’Esposito, the Co-President of Marvel Studios. 
“If we just stayed on top, that would have been 
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the worst thing that could have happened to us. 
We took a little hit, we’re coming back strong.” 

Many external observers have, erm, 
observed externally that perhaps the studio was 
stretching itself too thin, with multiple movies 
and Disney+ shows a year. D’Esposito agrees. 
“Maybe when you do too much, you dilute 
yourself a little bit,” he says. “We’re not going to 
do that anymore. We learned our lesson. Maybe 
two to three films a year and one or two shows, 
as opposed to doing four films and four shows.” 

As part of that reshuffle, and also as a result 
of the writers’ and actors’ strikes that forced 
Deadpool & Wolverine to halt production halfway 
through filming, the other MCU films that were 
due for this year — Thunderbolts* (yes, the 


asterisk is part of the title) and Captain America: 


Brave New World — were pushed back to 2025. 
Leaving Deadpool & Wolverine on its lonesome. 
“It’s nice to be able to rally behind one feature 
project this year,” says Feige. “I’m much more 
comfortable being the underdog. I prefer being 
able to surprise, and exceed expectations. So it 
does seem like the last year, which has not been 
ideal, has set us up well for that. And so some of 
the lines that Ryan and his writers and Shawn 
worked on have taken on more of a meaning.” 

He’s not kidding. When the Super Bowl 
trailer dropped, it included a moment where 
Wade learns of the existence of the Sacred 
Timeline. Wade being Wade, he immediately 
declares himself to be “the Messiah” and, 
best of all, “Marvel Jesus”. 

“That was something I put in the script 


early on,” says Reynolds. “It was more an 
expression of Wade’s delusion of grandeur.” 

But it’s neatly summed things up. “You'd have to 
live under a rock not to know that the last few 
Marvel movies have failed to ignite the world in 
the way that so many did,” says Levy. “We do 
come along at an interesting time. And we are 
decidedly something different. Whether it is of 
Messianic proportions, time will tell.” 

Deadpool could well be the Messiah. What’s 
indisputable, though, is that he’s a very naughty 
boy. Deadpool & Wolverine will be the first 
R-rated movie in the MCU, a franchise which 
has previously dropped just one fuck-bomb in 
33 movies. The first trailer included a joke about 
pegging inside the first 30 seconds. “We wanted 
to see Google searches of ‘pegging’ spike to 
historic levels,” deadpans Reynolds. “My mom 
checked it out. I don’t know how far she went 
with it.” 

In other words, Wade Wilson’s rough edges 
will not be sanded off in order to appease Mickey 
Mouse. Levy cites the likes of Midnight Run, 
Planes, Trains And Automobiles and 48 Hrs. as 
inspirations. “They’re all two-hander road 
movies of sorts,” he says. Which means that you 
could conceivably call this movie Lethal Weapon 
X. But Ryan Reynolds, the ideas machine, has 
a better idea, because of course he does. “It 
feels,” he says, “like the most Deadpool movie 
in the history of Deadpool.” 

FUCME, what a treat. @ 
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photographed 
exclusively for Empire 
at the Beverly Hills 
Women’s Club, 
Los Angeles, on 
13 April 2024. 
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LILY 
GLADSTONE 
HAS BEEN 
PUTTING 
HER 
FEET UP. 


You'd be forgiven for assuming that 
Gladstone — the first Native American 
actress to have been nominated for an 
Academy Award — has a lot on her plate. And 
she has, but at home in Seattle, post- Oscars, 
she’s spent some well-earned time on the 


sofa, specifically watching The Bear Season 2. 


She’s not likely to be hanging around 
watching Carmy in his Chicago kitchen for 
too long, though. 

After her staggering, soulful 
performance as Mollie Burkhart, the 
beleaguered woman at the centre of a vast 
murder plot in Martin Scorsese’s epic drama 
Killers Of The Flower Moon — and the Oscar 
nomination to go with it — there are few 
Hollywood career trajectories more exciting. 


But Gladstone, an indigenous actor born 
and raised on a Blackfeet reservation in 
Montana, hasn’t courted glory so much as 
built a résumé on integrity and unshowy 
talent. Her work with the likes of Kelly 
Reichardt (on Certain Women and First Cow) 
gives an idea of her sensibility. 

Gladstone’s next film stands perfectly in 
line — and in dialogue — with her tastes and 
interests. Fancy Dance, a debut indie from 
Native writer-director Erica Tremblay, 
follows Gladstone as the down-and-out Jax, 
as she and her tween niece desperately 
search for her missing sister. Made in the 
terrible shadow of the many missing and 
murdered indigenous women in North 
America, Fancy Dance is an insightful story 
of modern reservation life, named for the 
traditional dance done at tribal-nation 
meet-ups known as pow-wows. Killers 
Of The Flower Moon and Fancy Dance, 
although vastly different in style and scope, 
offer insight into the marginal histories — 
and contemporary wounds — of Native 
American experience. 

So: yes, sure, Gladstone has been 
taking it easy, but she’s about to get busy 
again. As she tells us straight after our 
photoshoot, she’s getting back to work. And 
she has a lot to do. 


What have you been doing since 

the Oscars? 

Well, I got to have this beautiful trip home. 
My tribe, the Blackfeet Nation, is a part of 

a confederacy. And the whole confederacy 
came together for a Lily Gladstone Day. It 
was the biggest honour anybody could get. 
The confederacy decided together that they 


wanted to do it. It was a beautiful 
homecoming, and I could see my old house, 
the house I was brought to as a baby, right 
across from me. Two thousand people 
showed up, from every corner of the US. It 
was absolutely one of the most moving 
things that has ever happened in my life. 
Getting to witness what the impact [of Killers 
Of The Flower Moon] was, going home to 
Montana and really having this moment 
shared by my tribe... it was amazing. 


When you came home to your family 
and close friends, did you find that 
people were angry or disappointed 

about the fact you didn’t take home 

the Oscar? (Emma Stone won, for 

Poor Things.) 

No, not at all. It was funny, the organisers of 
the event called me beforehand and they said 
that they’d got a bunch of little cardboard 
cut-outs of gold-man statues that looked like 
an Oscar, to give to the kids. They asked if 
that was okay, or ifit was gonna hurt my 
feelings. I said: “No, absolutely not.” That’s 
just the whole thing of award campaigns and 
the competitive nature of pitting art against 
art. Clearly this film, in this moment, had 
meaning. It did its job. 

But yeah, nobody was upset that it didn’t 
happen. I feel like when the Golden Globe 
happened (she won Best Actress), a lot of 
people who are very far away from the 
industry just kind of thought it was the 
Oscars. It’s about the fact that [the film has] 
been awarded and it’s historic, and it’s still 
just a really meaningful moment. So it’s 
irrelevant whether or not I walked home 
with that statue in hand. 
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Do you think in practical terms that 
awards make a difference to the kinds 
of projects you might want to make in 
the future? 

I mean, regardless of how things turned out, 
Ihave work coming out and I have work 
lined up. And I have this beautiful film Fancy 
Dance queued up. I was just so grateful 
knowing that — especially because Killers 
Of The Flower Moon opened up this space 
on-screen. And now audiences want 

to see and fall in love with us. The whole 
time, Fancy Dance was waiting to find 

a [distribution] home and I was hearing the 
people who saw it on the festival circuit 
saying that it really goes in tandem with 
Killers. These two films work together. 


Let’s talk about Fancy Dance, and your 
character, Jax, who is trying to protect 
her niece and find her missing sister. 
Talways reference something that Erica 
(Tremblay, the director] and I talked about, 
which is that this is Thelma & Louise, or 
Paper Moon, just in a different world. And 
Jax is a person whose actions are borne out 
of necessity. Her past transgressions were 
done to keep her family afloat. When you're 
growing up in Indian Country — though it’s 
different depending on each tribal nation 
— by and large, where I grew up, there were 
very few economic opportunities. In Jax’s 
case, selling weed was keeping her family 
afloat. She did what she needed to do — 
especially because their father bounced. 
These two women were raising her niece 
together with what they could. But we also 
see Jax has tried to distance herself from that 
transgression. I’ve known several people 
who reached the point where they realised 
they could shape the world for their kids and 
introduce them to the traditional ways. 
There’s also the fact that Erica made this 
film where Jax and her niece Roki [Isabel 
Deroy- Olson] speak in Cayuga, as a real love 
letter to language revitalisation, because in 
reality there are only about 20 to 22 
first-language native Cayuga speakers left on 
the planet. There aren’t women and girls Jax 
and Roki’s age — unless they have gone to 
a language revitalisation programme — who 
speak it. But creating a world where you see 
Cayuga spoken fluently in the home, because 
they want to, that’s one we want to see. 


Tell me about the dancing element of the 
film. Obviously it’s a part of the pow- 
wow, which is a big plot point, but you 
studied ballet when you were a little girl, 
so you have a personal relationship to 
dance as well. 

The fancy dance is a celebration of each 
other, and a celebration of life. The one thing 
I always heard was: we dance for those who 
can’t. Your ancestors, your babies, the elders, 
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Far right: 
Killers Of The 
Flower Moon 

director Martin 
Scorsese chats 
to Gladstone 
on set. 


the ones who can’t dance for themselves. 
When I was young I did women’s traditional, 
which is a different kind of dance, but it’s 
the happiest I think I’ve been. Ballet, 

dance, movement, performance — it is the 
bedrock of why I love to perform. It lends 
itself to film and you have a sense of the 
economy of movement, and you know how 
far a gesture can go. 

And we would have our pow-wows in the 
summer, on Blackfeet Indian days: that’s 
when we would dance. My parents moved 
back to the reservation because they wanted 


me to be born there and to be raised there. 
That was in the beginning of July, and I was 
born in the first weekend of August, so my 
mom was pretty far along with me. And 

my mom says when she stood up on Indian 
Day and went to the arbour, and the big 
drum started going, I started kicking in 
motion to it. 


You have previously said that as a young 
actor, you didn’t want to go out to New 

York or LA, because you felt you wouldn’t 
fit into most casting pools. How different 


Dress: Tory Burch; earrings: Ataumbi Metals 


| | fie 
fear y bP t \ 


/ “HAS Lo. 


J Wi | J u 


is that now? 

It’s changed so much. Of course, having 
alead role in a Scorsese film is going to 
change any actor’s career. But it’s remarkable 
hearing that one of my favourite Native 
authors has something in development for 
aseries or a film. Or walking into a studio 
meeting and the studio pitching an action 
film or a romantic comedy to me without 
ever saying it’s a Native character, or being 
done about Native Americans. It’s just as an 
actor. So I think a lot of us just have more 
opportunity, and there’s more hunger to 
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see stories about our lived experience as 
indigenous people. I’m so excited for 
whatever version of me — and whatever 
younger versions of the actors who paved the 
way. I’m excited for that res’ kid who has a 
dream and thinks, “Maybe I can move to LA 
or New York and there’ll be a place for me.” 


What do you enjoy watching or taking 

in, in terms of film, TV, books, in your 
spare time? 

Right now, Boots Riley’s I’m A Virgo. And The 
Bear Season 2. But honestly, I want to start 
finding things that are similar to what I like, 
so I guess Letterboxd will let me plug in some 
filmmakers I like. 


Is there a Lily Gladstone Letterboxd 
account? Pretty sure the internet would 
go wild over this. 

There is not. Not even a burner account. I keep 
seeing Ayo Edebiri pop up on there, and she 
is hilarious. She makes me want to be on 
there. There’s no-one like Ayo, she is a treasure. 


On the subject of your fellow actors, you 
seem to make great friends with many 

of your co-stars. You and Leonardo 
DiCaprio have a lovely rapport on screen 
and off. That’s not always a necessity for 
an actor, but do you think it’s a part of it 
for you? 

One of the things about great directors is 
that they know how to cast people, or intuit 
that people will have a certain rapport or 
chemistry. There are days on set where 
Ineed to be fully immersed in my character, 
or the mood, or I’m going to get completely 
knocked off my horse. But by and large I kind 
of like saving it for the camera. So I like to 
have fun on set and it’s important that it be 

a positive place and camaraderie forms. 
Erica and I did the same on Fancy Dance. Leo 
and I had never met before working together, 
but once we were comfortable we just 
immediately found a rapport and now we’re 
good friends. Same with Isabel [Deroy- 
Olson] in Fancy Dance. She’s my niece now. 
Really meaningful relationships form this 
way. I work with the same directors a lot. 
Advice I always give to young actors is to 
work with people you like; work with your 
friends. This is the life you’re choosing, so 
make it fun. 


Have you ever considered writing 

or directing? 

I don’t think I have the focus to do it at this 
current time in my life, but it is something 
I’ve been asked about lately. One of my 
aunties told me she can’t wait to see that 
from me. She said she wants to see my 
writing and directing, and she said, “We need 
our Martin Scorsese too, and I think you’ve 
got what it takes to do that,” which is like... 


wow, that’s a huge compliment. I’m really 
inspired by working with the community and 
fostering inspiration. So at some point, yeah, 
that could very well be in my future. 


May I ask about the type of projects 
you’ve been offered post-Killers, and 
whether you've seen a noticeable 
difference in them? What are you 
looking for when you read scripts? 
Ilove writers who are very inventive; the 
kind of films I like to watch are quirky. I’m so 
excited about the project I was offered [The 
Memory Police] that was adapted [from Yoko 
Ogawa’s 1994 sci-fi novel] by Charlie Kaufman. 
He’s my favourite screenwriter. I loved getting 
acall from [director] Reed Morano [about it], 
who I just fell in love with immediately, and 
hearing a story which I’m excited about as an 
artist. It’s a decentralised indictment of 
totalitarianism, authoritarianism, and 
fascism, but in a very Charlie Kaufman way. 
It’s a beyond-my-wildest-dream thing 
that’s coming true, getting to jump into 
this process. And I’m doing an ensemble 
romantic comedy — it’s deeply indie, which 
I love — which will be announced very soon. 
Tam having conversations about doing 
things that have some levity, because while 
I want my work to be meaningful, I really like 
getting creative and going against the grain. 
I like black comedy. Before it’s all over, it 
would be really fun to do an action film. It’s 
all of the things you dream of for yourself 
when you first become an actor, but unless 
they were looking for someone Native, 


Above: Killers 
Of The Flower 
Moon: Ernest 
(Leonardo 
DiCaprio) and 
Mollie 
(Gladstone) 
as doomed 
husband 
and wife. 
Left: Gladstone 
plays The 
Rancher 
in 2016’s 


Certain Women. 


I didn’t see myself getting to play those 
characters. There’s way more diversity in the 
things I’m being approached for now and 
what I’m being offered. 


Do you think that the art you’re 
interested in making will always be 

tied, in some way, to activism? 

There are overt ways art can be activism: 
bringing to light some social inequity or 
raising awareness about a marginalised 
history. And a good part of my acting life was 
committed to bringing acting technique to the 
community, for grounding, for self-expression, 
for finding an artistic voice, and strengthening 
your power and influence in the world, 
especially with Native youth. When I was a 
kid, any representation that was there, you'd 
cling to it. There are debates now in Indian 
Country that Grogu is indigenous, but what 
tribal nation would he belong to? Native 
performers showing up in any role in any 
genre or budget. We’ve got people doing 
grounded, textured indies, and we’ve got 
Marvel superheroes — the performance 
Alaqua Cox gave in [Disney+ Marvel series] 
Echo. I think that as long as we’re out there, 
and we're doing it, it’s activism. If you break 
it down, 95 per cent were wiped out. We’re 
the ones who are still here. So in any form 

we pop up in, and any story we tell... it’s 
changing people’s perception. Art gives us 

a framework to understand society. @ 


FANCY DANCE IS IN CINEMAS AND ON APPLE TV+ 
FROM 28 JUNE 
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SHOT AND SET IN LONDON, WITH A PREDOMINANTLY 
BLACK CAST, SUPPACELLIs: 
SUPER-POWERED SHOW WITH LOTS TO SAY. ON SET 
AND BEYOND, ITS CREATOR RAPMAN EXPLAINS 
WHY HIS AMBITION KNOWS NO BOUNDS 
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OUT OF NOWHERE, a portal opens. A figure, 
clad in black, steps out, wielding fire in his 
hands. His prey, someone possessed with 
super-speed, stands ready for the ensuing fight. 

Empire is looking at what’s come to be 
a familiar sight — a superpowered action 
sequence. Except this time, there’s one key 
difference: this isn’t your usual iconic cityscape. 
It’s North London’s Finsbury Park. Just around 
the corner from the tenpin bowling alley. 

For years, the likes of Marvel and DC have 
ruled the superhero roost on screen, giving us 
villains out to conquer the world and champions 
duty-bound to save it, the final battles often 
taking place in a US metropolis (or Metropolis 
itself). But in Supacell — a series focusing on 
five Black South Londoners who unexpectedly 
develop powers, their eyes glowing gold as their 
abilities activate — there are no archetypal 
heroes or villains. There are no set-pieces in 
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New York City. There are just human beings, 
more concerned about making a good life for 
themselves than preventing World War III. 
As one character puts it: “This ain’t a fucking 
comic-book, mate. This is real life.” 

“T’ve always been a massive fan of 
superheroes,” says the show’s creator, Rapman 
(real name Andrew Onwubolu). “I just wanted to 
do something a little more grounded. Something 
you could watch and think, ‘If I had powers, 

I would probably end up doing what he’s doing.” 

That character-driven approach could be 
the shot in the arm that the genre needs. Too 
many recent projects have been mediocre, and 
unenthusiastically received, making the notion 
of ‘superhero fatigue’ undeniable fact. But 
Supacell is reaching for something closer to 
home. “Our characters are normal people,” says 
Rapman. “That’s always important in any of my 
stories, that you can relate to their negatives 
or their positives. I need you to see them as 
as human beings.” 

Moreover, Rapman’s story is rooted in a love 
of his hometown. “London has a lot of what 
everybody else has got, if not more,” he says, 
meeting Empire in Soho this March. “I’m proud 
of the city, and growing up in South London. 

I wanted to put it on the map properly.” 

This one’s from one of us. 


like to push myself to the limit.” 
When talking with the highly 
driven Rapman, such statements flow 
freely. His first career was in music, 
where he birthed the stage name he 
still goes by. But in 2018 he wrote, directed 
and self-funded Shiro’s Story, a three-part 
YouTube musical-crime-drama series that 
has to date garnered over 30 million views. 
Its success led to 2019 feature film Blue Story, 
another tale inspired by his own life experiences, 
and offers for sequels followed, but Rapman 
had other ambitions. 

“When I was doing YouTube, no-one 
thought I would get to have my movie in 
a cinema,” he says. And after that, “People 
probably thought that my next step would be 
‘Blue Story 2’. I was like, ‘Nah nah nah — ’m 
trying to grow. I’m trying to go to the next step.’ 
I got a big budget with Netflix and I said, ‘I’m 
gonna go off and do something that I couldn’t 
have done before.” 

The idea for Supacell had been percolating 
in Rapman’s mind for some time, but it wasn’t 
until 2019 that he began developing it. “It’s 
funny because the first time I ever spoke about 
it out loud was televised,” he says. “I was doing 
press for Blue Story, and it was just me and 
the cast being interviewed on a [BBC] thing 


Clockwise called Rapman: Back Of The Bus. And I said 
from top left: Thad this idea of, ‘People like me and you 
Superpowered get powers, but they use them for their 
South Londoners own things.” 
Rodney (Calvin Discussing it that day, he referenced 
Demba), Sabrina Channel 4’s superpowered drama Misfits, but 
(Nadine Mills), a better comparison for what Supacell would 
Michael (Tosin come to resemble is Heroes. Tim Kring’s 2006 
Cole), Andre (Eric series about ordinary people discovering 
— Kofi-Abrefa) and superhuman abilities had a big impact on 
Tazer (Josh the teenage Rapman. “I loved Heroes,” he 
Tedeku); Sabrina remembers. “It was the closest to my image of 
hangs out with what I thought a show about superpowers 
Sharleen (Rayxia should be like. It was a massive inspiration.” 
? Ojo); Andre gets With the inspiration in overdrive, during 
> en supercharged; Mills the 2020 lockdown he put pen to paper on his 
{ : and Tedeku with own turbo-charged tale, walking the same streets 
[*) - director Rapman; of London that his core group of characters 
se Rodney has his eye would one day stride (and superspeed) down. 
\ é on the action; Before they become super, though, th 
‘ Andre tests out his very human. Battling very real problems. 
super-strength. hether it be financial difficulties, familial 
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abandonment or parenting 
woes, Rapman sought to 
make each of his soon-to-be- 
gifted individuals intensely 
relatable. As ever, he used his 
own experiences as a starting point. 

“Andre, Tazer and Michael are all bits of me 
at different stages of my life,” he says of some of 
his main characters. “I don’t think there’s any 
major scenario on the show that I can’t relate to, 
if not personally, then very closely.” 

As the series begins, Supacell’s protagonists 
are on wildly different paths. But beyond their 
skin colour, there’s one thing they all have in 
common: love. Sisterly or parental, brotherly 
or romantic, each has someone in their lives 
they’d run through a brick wall for. Michael 
(Tosin Cole) starts off as aman who’s winning 
at life, with a steady job and a fiancée, Dionne 
(Adelayo Adedayo). But the sudden onset of 
his powers — Michael can time-travel — has 
him taking an unexpected trip to a dark future 
where Dionne is dead. Naturally, he’s desperate 
to avert that outcome in his own time, while 
he still can. 

“T see a lot of myself in Michael,” says 
Rapman. “He’s the kind of man I wouldn’t mind 
my boys growing up to be like. When I watch 
TV, I like rooting for the everyman. People just 
love the good guy!” Cole not only relished 
playing the character at the series’ centre, but 
also showcasing a healthy partnership on 
screen. “It’s a nice, positive thing to see,” says 
the actor. “It’s not an aggressive relationship. 
It’s a loving relationship that suddenly changes 
because of this power.” 

Though Michael may start out as a good man, 
gloomier days are ahead. “His aim right now, 
even though it’s for another person, is pretty 
selfish,” says Rapman. “Everyone has their own 
personal agenda. And does that make them bad 
people? No, but we’re human beings.” As Cole 
notes, the question quickly becomes: “‘How far 
would you go to save the people you love?’ As it’s 
developing, the naivety slowly starts to trickle 
away, but he still tries to keep his innocence. But 
when push comes to shove, you gotta do what 
you've gotta do.” That push and pull between 
Michael’s good and bad tendencies lends 
Supacell a welcome unpredictability, a rarity 
for projects that live in this genre. 

If Michael is the everyman that’s easy to 
root for, then Tazer is an entirely different 
proposition. As the leader of a street gang, 
at first glance he’s not the type of character 
audiences might immediately gravitate to. One 
especially violent sequence sees Tazer brutally 
knife rival gang-members. But there’s more to 
him than initially meets the eye. 

“People say, ‘We’ve had enough of this gang 
stuff, and I get it,’ Rapman says. “I could never 
write a show in South London, and not show 
that world. I saw that world for 20 years of my 
life. For me not to put that in, I would be hiding 
a piece of myself that I know exists.” 

Blue Story was undeservedly banned from 
Vue and Showcase Cinemas when its portrayal 
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“VM PROUD 
OF THE 
SHOW. IT’S 


DANGEROUS.” 
RAPMAN 


of gang violence was used as a scapegoat for 

a brawl, and so Rapman is well aware of the 
reaction this storyline may stir up in some 
quarters. But authenticity to himself and to his 
world is his north star. And with Tazer, Rapman 
is playing the long game. “I’ve got such a journey 
I want Tazer to go down. I want to take this guy 
out of this world. But you can’t ever reach any 
teenagers or kids doing this if they don’t believe 
them from the beginning.” 

“T’m a big advocate for us pushing for the 
future, and for there to be Black stories away 
from the ones that are regularly told,” says 
actor Josh Tedeku, who was initially hesitant 
to bring Tazer’s story to vivid life. Again, much 
like Michael and several others in the show, 
his character’s actions are foregrounded in 
something more positive. “Tazer’s obviously got 
this dark energy around him but he’s also a very 
loving figure, which drives him to do some dark 
things. He loves so strongly, he loves so severely, 
that when anything bad happens, it’s like a red 
mist. That layered character really just spoke to 
me, and the way Raps was describing it... there 
was no way I could not do this.” 

Another member of the core fivesome is 
Sabrina (Nadine Mills), an NHS nurse looking 
for a promotion who develops telekinetic 
powers and has to navigate her new 
circumstance with her sister Sharleen (Rayxia 
Ojo). “Sabrina is very protective of her sister, 
and vice versa,” says Mills. “We are very much 
at two ends of the spectrum. I’m the calm, cool, 
collected one. Sharleen is loud, outgoing, no- 
nonsense fun. So we balance each other out.” 

More so than any of the characters who are 
suddenly endowed with new abilities, Sabrina 
wants her powers gone. “It’s something she can’t 
control, and she likes to control her way of life,” 
continues Mills. “At a certain point, she realises, 
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‘Ican no longer fear this thing. I have to just 
accept it. Because that’s what’s gonna help me 
and others move forward.” 

Supacellis not lacking for intriguing 
characters, from Rodney (Calvin Demba) — 
a drug dealer whose new powers offer a boon 
to his operation — to Andre (Eric Kofi Abrefa), 
a father recently out of prison and desperately 
trying to set a good example for his son, 
a purpose made more difficult by the onset of 
his super-strength. But having all of this play 
out in London truly brings it all home. 


t’s November 2022 and Empire is on 
location in Hounslow as cameras roll on 
Supacell’s season finale. The weather is 
freezing, but things are hotting up. It 
isn’t just the heaters in tents keeping 
people warm on set: it’s Rapman’s passion and 
positive energy. Indeed, even in this final, huge 
episode (which Rapman directs, along with 
the first two), attention is still being paid to 
small character beats. 

“Normally the creator of the show is around 
for the first couple of weeks and then they go off 
to another show they’re working on,” says Cole 
now. “Having Raps being so available and so 
hands-on was very, very helpful. You get a better 
understanding of his vision.” 

Superpowers are a big part of that vision, 
and Rapman isn’t shy about making Supacell 
look and feel as big as possible, even with the 
more grounded scale the show is operating 
on. Andre’s super-strength packs a powerful 
punch; another character’s super-speed feels 
appropriately frenetic; and short, sharp bursts 
of powers like telekinesis, invisibility and flight 
all land with impact. 

Empire witnesses one such feat in action, 
as Mills’ Sabrina uses her telekinetic powers to 
fling someone (via an athletic stuntman) into 
the air. Even pre-VFX, it’s thrilling to watch. 

“T visualise this scene as our final battle in 
Avengers: Endgame,” an excited Rapman tells us 
in-between takes. “The majority of the VFX 
budget probably went down here.” 

More significant than the powers they’re 
flexing is the city they’re flexing them in. This 
isn’t the sanitised version of London we 
sometimes see on screens but the full, genuine 
article, and Rapman relished the opportunity to 
showcase his hometown in a big way. “London is 
a popping city, and I don’t think we know how 


popping we are,” he enthuses. “We are pop 
culture right now. And now if someone wants to 
know what South London is like, they should 
watch Supacell.” One especially big sequence, 
meanwhile, unfurls right in the heart of the city. 
“T remember saying, ‘You know all the screens in 
Times Square? Why are we not doing nothing in 
Piccadilly [Circus]?’ That was a big important 
thing for me.” 

Like Rapman, Cole is a fellow South 
Londoner, and calls his experience on the shoot 
“surreal. Most of the locations were areas that 
I grew up in, I lived in, or I’d just go to anyway. 
I’m doing scenes and people are beeping at me 
in their cars, and I have to say, ‘Wassup!’ in 
character! Everywhere we went in South 
London, I had strong memories and strong 
bonds and strong ties to.” 

Shooting in Peckham was a particular 
highlight for Tedeku. “Rye Lane was just coming 
out as well. So we shot a scene, and then I went 
to the cinema to see Rye Lane. I was like, ‘I was 
just there!’” 

The London effect is potent. But Supacell 
will reach much further than the UK. 


hen Rapman was 
uploading his Shiro’s Story 
videos to YouTube in 2018, 
there was a phrase he liked 
to repeat. “I used to tell 
everybody, “Please everybody — @ Netflix! 
I might get a show!’ I’d get, like, maybe 200 
people @-ing Netflix, thinking, ‘Oh, maybe 
Clockwise from top left: Sabrina reaches out; they'll see it’ But the person who makes 


Nee =  Gun-toting Tazer is under the influence; Cole with decisions isn’t even on social media! I didn’t 
Rapman on location; Piccadilly Circus provides know how TV worked. I didn’t know how film 
=e, a fitting backdrop for superpowered Londoners worked. It has been a journey, for sure.” 
—= 


Tazer, Michael (by the bus), Sabrina, Andre and It’s safe to say that Rapman figured a few 
Rodney; Rodney with his mate Spud (Giacomo things out. For only two years later — after 
Mancini); Sabrina tries out her telekinesis. finally checking their notifications, or more 
likely checking out Blue Story — Netflix would 
@ Rapman, kicking off a collaboration that has 
birthed Supacell. That process has been fuelled 
by his “do what I want to watch” creative energy, 
= and a confidence that people will ultimately buy 
into his vision. “I never had high expectations of 
ee 1 Raw M83 where I would get to,” says Rapman, whose 
work-ethic was drummed into him by his father. 
a Ay “So I’ve always just done the best I could do if he 
20) x ‘ was watching.” 
On the eve of Supacell’s release, Rapman’s on 
a high. “No matter what happens, I’m really proud 
©: =o, " : a = : of the show,” he says. “I’m interested to see how 
r- - ~~ : people take to it because it’s so original. It’s kind 
SASS + ort Tr ; of funny as well. It’s dangerous. It’s small, but big.” 
ey = — f ; Sai - Much as the future we glimpse in Supacell’s 
ames a —— 2 early episodes is not yet set, the future of the 
= ; = = series after the first season is not guaranteed yet 
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: either. Still, Rapman already has it all mapped out. 
+ =~ ; sll “T’ve got three seasons in mind,” he says. “I’ve got 


= so much story to tell. I’m nervous and excited.” 
The antidote to superhero fatigue is here. 
ae Rapman wants to save the day. @ 


_— SUPACELL IS ON NETFLIX IN JUNE 
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For 2015’s Inside Out, the director had 
extrapolated personal experiences of 
parenthood and relocation into a moving, mind- 
melting adventure. Eventually arriving six years 
after being greenlit, it was instantly hailed 

a Pixar classic — the studio’s most emotionally 
intelligent work, in which intelligent emotions 
run amok in the head of youngster Riley. It 
delivered a whopping $858 million worldwide, 
won Best Animated Feature at the Oscars, and was 
nominated for Best Original Screenplay to boot. 

And then, Docter moved on. “I just said, 
‘Alright, well that one’s done. Now, what’s 
next?” the filmmaker-turned-Chief Creative 
Officer at Pixar tells Empire. 

He wasn’t the only one feeling relieved. Amy 
Poehler, the voice of Joy — the chief emotion in 
Riley’s head, who’s forced to understand and 
embrace the role of Sadness (Phyllis Smith) in 
Riley’s life — was bowled over by the finished 
film. “It was super-emotional, and I felt so proud 
to be in it,” she recalls. “I still maintain it’s 
probably the best film I’ve ever been in.” And 
co-screenwriter Meg LeFauve never forgot the 
insane ambition of it all. “It was like writing 
a movie in an empty Apple Store, with no props, 
and nobody can leave,” she laughs. “Think about 
Nemo — at least let’s start in the ocean. There’s 
stuff in the ocean! But Pete was creating [Inside 
Out] out of whole cloth. As liberating as that is, 
there’s no foundation to stand on.” 

Though Docter had moved on, Kelsey Mann 
couldn’t stop thinking about Inside Out. He had 
joined Pixar’s story team in 2009, and watched 
Docter spin his most ceaselessly imaginative 
film into existence. Once the credits rolled, its 
final line stayed with him: “After all, Riley’s 
12 now,” says a confident Joy in Riley’s newly 
updated headquarters. “What could happen?” 

“T wanted that question answered,” Mann tells 
Empire. “As an audience-member, I wanted the 
next chapter.” Being at Pixar, he had a unique 
opportunity to make it happen. Thinking of his 
own experiences of parenting older children, he 
started firing thoughts at Docter. “[Mann] said, 
‘That film always spoke to me because, boy, my 
kids went through a lot of stuff,” the studio head 
recalls. “‘And there’s more. There’s more!” 

More emotions, specifically. Charged with 
exploring what Inside Out 2 could be, Mann hit 
on an idea: a raft of new voices would enter 
Riley’s head as puberty arrives — an inevitable 
mental evolution in adolescence. Impressed by 
the possibilities, Docter and the Pixar bosses 
approved the pitch in 2020, with Mann set to 
make his feature directorial debut. “We were very 
early on in the pandemic, so I have pictures of me 
and my whole family in the backyard, cheers-ing 
over getting the official greenlight,” says Mann. 
But that relief could only last so long. 
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Top to bottom: 
Riley Andersen 
(Kensington 
Tallman) makes an 
emotional return 
as she enters 
adolescence; 
Turning 13; 
Newcomers 
Embarrassment 
(Paul Walter 
Hauser), Anxiety 
(Maya Hawke), 
Envy (Ayo Edebiri) 
and Ennui (Adéle 
Exarchopoulos) 
make themselves 
at home. Below 
right: Concept 
art of Anxiety by 
Rob Thompson. 


KELSEY MANN COULD SEE ANXIETY SETTING IN. 
As fuel for Inside Out 2, he set about digitising 
his old photos — including ones of his childhood 
birthday parties over the years. “I was five years 
old, surrounded by my family, in front of my cake, 
and I have the biggest smile on my face. Here lam 
ona day that is for celebrating me, and I’m 100 
per cent in on it,” he says. It couldn’t last. “I turned 
eight, and 11, and 13, and you can see my smile 
just go away. I’m sitting there at 13, surrounded 
by the same people that love me, all my friends 
— I look miserable. I hated being sung ‘Happy 
Birthday’ to. I hated the attention. I was thinking, 
‘Am I really worth all this celebrating?” 

It was a sign of emotional overhaul, 
something awaiting Riley after the end of the first 
Inside Out — complex new feelings signalling 
a sense of sudden self-consciousness; an influx 
of anxiety that never truly leaves. And so, decades 
later, even at his backyard celebration, anxiety 
was present in Mann’s mind. “She definitely was 
there, right next to Joy,” he says. “Every movie 
is a high bar that we have for ourselves, but 
the world also has [a high bar] for any Pixar 
movie.” Let alone a sequel to one of the studio’s 
most beloved, celebrated, and singular films. 

The premise of giving Riley new emotions 


lying ahead. And, as Holstein points out, that’s 
how anxiety works. “Fear is when youre scared 
of the things in front of you,” he says, displaying 
his freshly honed emotional acuity. “Anxiety is 
when youre scared of the things that haven’t 
happened yet. Anxiety’s role is to protect you 
from the future. Fear’s role is to protect you 
from the now.” Soon, it struck Mann: anxiety 
wouldn’t be a problem. It would be the solution. 

Where Joy was effectively the protagonist of 
Inside Out, the arrival of Anxiety — a fuzzy-headed 
orange oddball, voiced by Maya Hawke — would 
drive the sequel. Mann had re-consulted the list 
of 27 emotions provided by psychology professor 
Dacher Keltner for the original — but this one 
was all him. “[Anxiety] was a new idea — that 
wasn’t anything we explored on the first film,” 
the director confirms. “I kept going back to it 
as something that I think a lot of people deal 
with.” It only became more relevant as the film 
developed. “This was before the pandemic. And 
then the pandemic happened, and it dialled up 
the conversation about anxiety even more.” 

The idea that Anxiety would come into Riley’s 
mind — along with Envy (Ayo Edebiri), Ennui 
(Adéle Exarchopoulos), and Embarrassment 
(Paul Walter Hauser) — and quite literally bottle 
up her existing emotions wasn’t just a great 
narrative hook. It offered a genre backbone. 
Following Inside Out’s buddy road-trip between 
Joy and Sadness across Riley’s mind, Inside Out 
2 would instead be a takeover movie. Mann cites 
Bette Davis classic All About Eve. Holstein’s 
references prove even wilder. “Other than 
Passenger 57?” he laughs, of Wesley Snipes 90s 
plane-hijack movie. “I definitely watched Die 
Hard a couple of times. Action-movie structures 
are super-digestible. They’re a helpful place to 
start.” So, Joy is John McClane, and Anxiety is 
Hans Gruber? “That’s exactly how I would say it,” 
Holstein chuckles. “And Reginald VelJohnson|[’s 
cop, Al Powell] is Sadness. It all clicks.” 

The anxiety of figuring out what the future 
held for Inside Out 2 was ending. Next came the 
fear of actually doing it. > 


brought bounteous notions with it: how would 
these incomers impact her mind? How would 
her headspace visually and symbolically evolve? 
Could Bing Bong, Riley’s imaginary friend, 
possibly return? (“I'll leave that open-ended,” 
teases incoming writer Dave Holstein.) In order 
to begin, Mann’s own mind needed clearing. 
“Pretty early on I got some really great 


advice, which was, the sooner I start [re 
treating this film like an original, the 1s OND 
better off I’m going to be,” Mann posd \ 


recalls. “The [sequels] I really love have 

that feeling. There’s an originality to it 

— it’s not just copying and repeating, it’s 

expanding and opening up the world.” Docter 

concurs. Having thought he’d moved on, he soon 

found himself back in the fray. “People might 

think, ‘A sequel — it’s got to be a lot easier’ It’s 

a money grab, or whatever,” he says. “From 

my point of view? It’s almost harder 

than an original. [On] the original, / 

you can change the rules. But now, / 

youre stuck with those rules.” / 
While Mann felt real €. 

excitement (“I don’t take this stuff = 

for granted,” he clarifies), anxiety 

arose from the prospect of all the possibilities 


MEG LEFAUVE DECIDED TO FACE HER FEAR. 
Despite the difficulty of making Inside Out, 

she was ready to jump back in as soon as she 
heard that Mann — with whom she’d worked on 
The Good Dinosaur — was directing a sequel. 
“It’s like birth,” she points out. “You forget the 
labour pains.” 

Like the first film, though, it was no easy 
ride. As per every Pixar production, Inside Out 
2’s creation was a process of building, breaking 
down, and re-building every element — constant 
iteration, pummelling narrative coal into shiny 
characterful diamonds. By late 2023, the film 
seemed to be in good shape. Then, it was pulled 
apart again. “We had this audience preview, and 
we tore a lot of it up,” admits Docter. “We did 
some pretty major tweaks to things. I use the 
word ‘tweaks’ — it wasn’t tweaks, it was major 
restructuring.” The overhaul arose less from the 
fear of not living up to Inside Out, than from 
a bigger, more existential crisis: what do people 
expect of Pixar in 2024? “The audience preview 
actually went well,” Docter explains. “But we 
had just come from years of pandemic and 
realising, ‘The numbers that we got here are 
equivalent to some films that came out and 
didn’t do well’ Even though the numbers were 
high, relative to films in the past, we recognised, 
‘This has to be better. This has to be amazing.” 

There was plenty to work with. Mann was 
particularly enthused by the idea of Ennui — 
animated in “the shape of a wet noodle” — as 
a tres sophistiqué emotion whose attitude (and 
French accent) is entirely foreign to Joy and co. 
Embarrassment — envisioned as an oversized 
lunk peeking out from a tightly toggled hoodie 
— was a firm favourite of LeFauve. “It was 
Kelsey who had him bend over and you could 
see his little butt-crack,” she cackles. “And I was 
like, ‘Okay, okay, okay!” And Envy, one of the 


toughest characters to nail, became integral too. 
“On one hand, she is really wonderful — she’s 
helping Riley know what she wants,” zi, 
LeFauve explains. “And for women, 
this is incredibly important. 
Culturally, we are trained to know 
what everybody else wants. Envy 

is so important as an indicator of 
[Riley’s desires]. But Envy is never 
satisfied with what she has.” 

Plus, there was a clear trajectory for 
Joy, ready for another emotional revelation of 
her own. “She thinks Anxiety is great,” explains 
Poehler, pointing out the similarities of the 
sensations provided by both feelings. “Joy and 
Anxiety are like, ‘I like your style!’ ‘I like your 
style. ‘You're excited. I’m excited. We both have 
the same feelings, let’s go!’”” Inevitably, conflict 
arises. “Joy starts to realise, wait a minute, 
Anxiety is not a good leader, not a good boss, 
[and] doesn’t have the right information.” 

While LeFauve knew how to embrace the 
Inside Out chaos, it was a new experience for 
Holstein, making his Pixar debut. “Someone 
asked me, ‘What’s it like to write at Pixar?’ And 
I said, ‘Have you ever written a screenplay in 
a dishwasher? While it’s on?” he laughs. “That’s 
sort of the vibe.” 

Amid the maelstrom, though, Holstein 
fixed one of Inside Out 2’s most profound new 
evolutions. Last time, audiences visited Riley’s 
headquarters; boarded her train of thought; 
escaped her memory dump; entered her Dream 
Productions studio. This time, in her maturing 
mind, we’ll encounter something new: her belief 
system. “Now that Riley’s a teenager, she’s 
starting to develop her own set of beliefs,” 
explains Mann, describing a metaphysical 
guitar-string-twanging expanse. “What if we 
actually hear Riley say her beliefs in her own 
voice? If you hear her say, ‘I’m kind, you can 
hear [in] the performance how she feels about 
that. Or, ‘My parents are proud of me, On the 
flip-side, if there’s a belief that’s not so good, 
you can really hear the emotion of it.” 

But when Holstein first encountered the 
belief system, it had been consigned to the 
memory dump. “I’d seen mock-ups for deleted 


scenes — it was a different version of the film,” 
he explains. “But it was beautiful. It was just 
gorgeous. And it made me feel something.” With 
some tinkering, Holstein not only brought it 
back into the mix — he made it a clear structural 
element. “Immediately, I was like, ‘There’s 
something I want to see at the beginning of 
this movie, and possibly the end of this movie, 
that tells me what the movie is.’ So it was very 
inspirational for me.” It is, he teases, “the 
emotional hit that this movie could give, that 
the last movie could not.” 

It was this alchemy of creative voices 
that helped LeFauve push past her fear at 
re-entering the world of Inside Out. Once again, 
through all the madness, the team had created 
something that felt truthful and unexpected. 
“The belief system was something that 
emotionally clicked with me,” she says. “Where 
it’s placed and how it’s used [is Dave’s idea], 
which I’m forever in his debt for. Because I think 
it’s so powerful.” 

Finally, with the end in sight, it was time for 
Joy to take the reins. 


Clockwise from 
top left: The old 
guard: Sadness 
(Phyllis Smith), Joy 
(Amy Poehler), 
Disgust (Liza 
Lapira), Fear (Tony 
Hale) and Anger 
(Lewis Black); Joy 
with one of Riley’s 
core memories; 
Poehler in action 
as Joy; 

Riley (centre) 
experiences joy 
with her hockey 

teammates; 
Concept art of 
Envy by Keiko 

Murayama. 


AMY POEHLER’S JOY HAD NEVER LEFT HER. 
While the filmmakers forced themselves 
through Inside Out 2’s creative meat-grinder, 
Poehler knew it would be worth it. “This is 
where Joy and I dovetail. You can’t let that fear 
stop you from action. You have to act. What Joy 
would say about it — and what I would too — is, 
‘What are you going to do? Not make it, because 
youre afraid it’s not going to be good? We just 
have to do it.” 

So they did. In the final weeks before 
release, Mann is finally relaxing a little. “The 
fun has definitely dialled up within even the 
last week,” he says in late March. “We started 
scoring the film, and we just ‘finalled’ all the 
animation on the movie on Friday. It’s incredibly 
exciting — everything I see is that much more 
completed, and it’s looking absolutely gorgeous.” 

But if Inside Out taught us anything, it’s that 
emotions are never really just one thing. Docter 
is feeling “cautiously optimistic” ahead of the 
sequel’s arrival. “It’s like Joy and Fear wrestling 
each other for [the] controls,” he confesses. 
“Things are just starting to really sparkle. I don’t 
want to proclaim victory. There’s always the 
sense of, ‘Am I deluded? Am I the only one who 
will like this?’ I have no idea.” 

If it hits, Poehler is already angling for more 
chapters in Riley’s life. “I just think that they 
should make these films like Seven Up,” she 
enthuses, referencing Michael Apted’s sprawling 
documentary series. Future instalments could 
see her as “a young adult, and a young mother, 

a middle-aged person”, she argues. “Everyone’s 
having these very distinct new emotions that are 
showing up all the time.” 

For Mann, his joy is tinged with a touch 
of sadness too. Inside Out 2’s quest to 
anthropomorphise anxiety has been a personal 
journey — one which he hopes buoys a 
generation entering an objectively terrifying 
world. Empire asks whether Riley might fall in 
love as she enters her teenage years. “I wanted 
Riley to go through self-acceptance,” he 
responds. “I really want [the person she falls in 
love with] to be her, first and foremost. I want 
that for everyone who watches the movie.” His 
voice cracks as he continues. “I hope people, 
especially teenagers, walk away from this movie 
able to look at themselves in the mirror and love 
what they see — both inside and out.” 

It’s time to bring Joy to the world. Begin the 
emotional breakthrough. @ 
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THERE ARE THOUSANDS OF DIRECTORS 
in Hollywood. There are thousands of 
producers. Thousands of actors. Thousands 
of stunt people. Thousands of visual-effects 
artists. But there is only one Steven Kutcher. 

If you want a spider to run across the floor 
into a slipper, or thousands of cockroaches to 
burst out of a man’s stomach, you'd be a fool to 
call anyone but Kutcher, the Dr Dolittle of La 
La Land. He has worked with Spielberg, Lynch, 
del Toro, Burton and Coppola. He is the worm 
wizard; the mosquito man; lord of the locusts. 
He is the man the bugs call Daddy. 

When Empire talks to Kutcher he is at 
his home in Arcadia, Los Angeles, nestled 
at the foot of the San Gabriel Mountains, where 
he has easy access to the desert, the hills, and 
the sea. He’s done alright for himself. “Fleas and 
cockroaches and flies and butterflies paid for 
my house,” he says. He’s wearing a check shirt, 
a blue jumper, jeans and a flat cap, and with his 
glasses and grey beard, he looks like a regular 
80-year-old man... until you see the shelves 
behind him. 

In transparent containers scuttle 14 spiders, 
their hairy legs probing the edges (as Kutcher 
later points out, spiders smell with the bottom 
of their ‘feet’). There is a blue-lidded box with 
a California Brown tarantula in it — a tarantula 
he proceeds to take out. He adopted this spider 
around 12 years ago. Cupping it, he turns it 
upside-down and begins stroking its tummy 
as though it were a puppy. 

This is the man with the most decorated 
career of any of Hollywood’s insect-wranglers. 
And it all started with one of the worst films 
of all time. 


BORN IN NEW YORK, KUTCHER FELL IN 
love with wildlife in the Catskill Mountains, 
where his parents would take him every 
summer. There he would follow fireflies around, 
fascinated with them, collecting them along 
with wild berries. As soon as he found out what 
an entomologist was, he wanted to be one. 
Initially he wanted to pursue his research 

and do a PhD, having finished his Master’s at 
California State University in 1975. But when he 
was teaching, his professor, Elbert Sleeper, told 
him that he had learned from a former student 
that a film — namely John Boorman’s Exorcist 
IT: The Heretic —needed someone to take care 
of 10,000 grasshoppers being shipped over from 
England. It would go on to change the course 

of Kutcher’s life. 
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Rather than 10,000, the film ended up 


i requiring 3,000 grasshoppers. Kutcher had to 

: check all of their rear ends to confirm they were 
: male —asurprisingly consistent feature of the 

: job. He converted a gym at the Warner Bros. 

: studios in Burbank into a grasshopper room, 

: where the insects stayed in eight-foot-by-eight- 
: foot cages that he had designed. “People would 

> come by sometimes and be kinda horrified,” 

: he says, “seeing me inside this cage of locusts.” 

: He fed them rye grass and kept hold of the 

: ones that died during filming. These were 

: injected with blood (caramel syrup and food 

: colouring) and hurled against a wall, for a scene 
: that was never used. 


The film itself starred Richard Burton and 


: Linda Blair, onto both of whom Kutcher placed 

: live grasshoppers. “Richard Burton’s skin was 

: rough so it was easy,” recalls Kutcher. “The 

: locusts could hold onto it.” Blair’s was smoother 
: so it was harder for the insects to gain any 

> purchase. “So I got one on her nose or on her 

: hair. She hated it, and I don’t blame her.” 


Exorcist IT: The Heretic had a profound 


: impact on the then 32-year-old Kutcher. Various 
: stars wandered onto the set, including a young 

: Clint Eastwood. “I was kind of in awe,” says 

: Kutcher, “because one day I’m watching Richard 
> Burton on TV, and the next day I’m putting 

: locusts on him.” Even so, he thought that the 

: film’s wrap was the end of this exciting avenue 

i of his career — until he was introduced to prop 

> man Doug Forsmith, who helped Kutcher get 

> work on an episode of Wonder Woman that 

: required him to collect thousands of carpenter 

: ants. By now, he had calculated that one in three 
: films required an insect of some kind. He was 

: fast becoming the bug man of Hollywood. 


In 1990 came a movie that would truly test 


: him: one in which the insects made it into the 

: title itself. Arachnophobia, Frank Marshall’s 

: tongue-in-cheek horror starring Jeff Daniels, 

> made the eight-legged bugs the stars of the 

: show. “There was so much spider-work,” says 

> Kutcher. Over a month or so, to figure out which 
: species to deploy, he and the team (including 

: famed wrangler Jules Sylvester) organised 

: aSpider Olympics, seeing how the various 

: creepy-crawly candidates ran across water and 
: climbed up walls and glass. They decided on the 
: Australian Delena cancerides spider, 500 of 

> which were shipped from New Zealand. 


One of the challenges was convincing one of 


i these spiders to crawl into a slipper about four 

: feet away for ascene in which the town doctor 

: is fatally bitten. Over the years, Kutcher has 

: jokingly offered people $1 million if they could 

: solve this problem (this was a time in which CGI 
: —which would go on to radically transform 

: movie insect work — wasn’t the simple solution 

: itis now). He realised that if money and time 

: were no object, he would make a tiny fence to 

: force the spider to go in the direction he wanted. 
: But obviously the camera would see the fence. 

: So how could he make it invisible? 


Aremarkable problem-solver, Kutcher used 


: two pieces of tungsten wire and put them on 


: vibrating motors. Now thrumming so fast on 


either side of the spider that the camera couldn’t : 
detect them, the wires could propel the arachnid i 
in whichever direction Kutcher wanted. All he 
needed to do was apply a little pressure from 
a heat-gun and the spider was away. “That was 
alittle bit of genius, I have to admit,” he says. 


BY THE EARLY 1990s, KUTCHER WAS 


‘busier than ever, juggling movies with the 


more reliable income he got from teaching 


biology at community college in the 


evenings, working in elementary schools, 
and consulting as an entomologist. And he 


: was firmly in the big league. 4 


i Top to bottom: A plague of grasshoppers in 1977’s Exorcist Il: 
; The Heretic; Along comes a spider in Arachnophobia; 
? Steven Kutcher on The Tonight Show With Jay Leno in 1990. 
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Tricks of the 
trade:\ Kutcher, 
with some 

of his prize 


specimens. 


In Francis Ford Coppola’s take on Bram 
Stoker’s Dracula, Tom Waits played R.M. 
Renfield, Dracula’s deranged assistant, who 
believed eating insects would transfer the 
bugs’ life-force to himself, and Kutcher was 
needed for a sequence in which Waits gobbled 
insects from a dish (“Your diet, Mr Renfield, 
is diz-gusting,” comments Richard E. Grant’s 
Dr Jack Seward). 

The set was a slice of heaven for Kutcher, 
with Waits playing piano in-between takes, 
while the singer/actor himself was willing 
to place real live mealworms in his mouth 
(he has said he gave them “a funhouse ride” 
and that he “let them walk along the jagged cliff 
of my teeth”). On one side of Waits’ dish there 
were dead bugs, unsafe to eat, and only there 
for decoration. This was a bit of a minefield 
because his character wore thick glasses, making 
insect-spotting difficult, but there were no 
accidents — Kutcher always watches scenes to 
ensure everything is happening safely, and 
prides himself on his military efficiency. The 
resulting sequence was gloriously creepy. 

After Coppola came Spielberg, and Jurassic 
Park. One of Kutcher’s missions was to source 
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alive mosquito for the shot in which one of the 
airborne bloodsuckers is encased in amber. 
Having done some mosquito-abatement work 
during graduate school, Kutcher knew a thing or 
two about the insects. He ordered some Aedes 
taeniorhynchuses from Florida, placed one on 
a tree, and watched as honey was poured all 
over it and it tumbled downwards. Simple. 

You might be wondering whether 
a mosquito is hurt if it is covered, proboscis-to- 
tail, in honey. Surprisingly, the answer is no. 
One of the regular features of Kutcher’s career 
has been working with American Humane, the 
organisation responsible for seeing that no 
animals are harmed in the making of a motion 
picture. This now includes insects. “The rules 
have become silly,” says Kutcher, “because the 
way I feel about it is, whatever somebody does at 
home legitimately, normally, they should be able 
to do on film.” He thinks characters torturing 
real insects on screen should be out of bounds, 
but doesn’t object to them killing insects with 
spray. His broader concern is not with saving 
a few insects but ensuring that the world is 
hospitable for them. “The world can live without 
man but it can’t live without insects,” he states. 


On an Adidas commercial, one American 
Humane representative asked Kutcher how 
he knows if he’s got all his ants back. He said, 

“T count their legs and divide by six.” Another 
time they asked him to count all of the 
thousands of ants he was using. “You count 
them,” he said, and walked away. 

Around the same time as Jurassic Park 
was Hocus Pocus, for which Kutcher provided 
acrucial helping hand. Director Kenny Ortega 
tells Empire that he thinks it was Kutcher’s idea 
to have moths come out of the dusty mouth 
of the undead character Billy Butcherson 
(played by Doug Jones). The scene has followed 
Jones around for 30 years, with fans always 
incredulous that the insects were real. 

To achieve the illusion, Kutcher worked 
with the creature-effects team. Jones explains 
that on the top of his mouth was a hard, plastic 
shelf, with airholes at the back, onto which 
Fuller’s earth (a kind of clay dust) was placed. 
Three cabbage white butterflies were stacked 
at the bottom, says Kutcher, “like pancakes”. He 
used cabbage whites rather than moths because 
they are more likely to be caught on screen: 
moths move “like bullets” by comparison. When 
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Ortega was ready to go, Kutcher used tweezers 
to insert the butterflies into Jones’ prosthesis. 
As they attempted the first take, a light exploded 
above Jones, delaying filming. While the 
butterflies remained in his mouth, Jones could 
feel saliva building up in his throat. When he 
finally tried to burp out the butterflies, they slid 
out of his mouth on a waterfall of mud. They got 
lucky second time. 

Kutcher charges weeks of preparation time, 
during which he will locate the appropriate bugs 
for the job. Ortega tells us that Kutcher is “a real 
artist” and remembers that on Hocus Pocus he 
prepared thoroughly and explained his ideas 
fully. Doug Jones, too, has fond memories. 

“I was very unsure of myself going in that day, 
and Steven was so incredibly relaxed. I did love 
his confidence; it bred confidence in me too.” 


KUTCHER STORIES ABOUND. HE 

wrangled leeches for The Goonies. On An 
Inconvenient Woman, he de-stinged a wasp so 
that it could fly into Roddy McDowall’s mouth. 
Lost Highway saw him procure a black widow 
spider for David Lynch. For Roadhouse 66, he 
temporarily lost a scorpion in the boot of a car 
and had to rip out a back seat. On Sam Raimi’s 
Spider-Man he slowly dropped a Steatoda grossa 
spider — having painted it to match the 
radioactive-hued concept art — onto Tobey 
Maguire. Copycat had him covering Sigourney 
Weaver in ants. There was Guillermo del Toro’s 
Mimic, in which he passed off ants as termites; 
and Fright Night Part 2, in which he had 

a five-gallon bucket of real insects expelled out 
of a man’s stomach (“I think it’s spectacular”). 

He is unafraid to blow his own trumpet. “I’m 
very good when it comes to doing what I do,” he 
says. As well as working in films, a fascinating 
sideline is that he harnesses insects to make 
unique ‘bug art’: beetles with ink on their feet 
creating colourful patterns on paper, for 
example. “I’m a multi-talented person,” he 
states. At one point he remarks that he might 
never achieve recognition for the value of this 
art: “It may or may not happen in my lifetime, 
but what I’ve created is something that nobody 
else has done.” 

Now threatened by the rampaging impact 
of CGI, Kutcher’s schedule is no less packed, but 
in the last 15 years he has tended to work on 
shorts, not big-budget blockbusters. And for 
aman whose work never involves a computer, 
Kutcher is, unsurprisingly, dismissive of CG 
insect work. “Even though they’ve made it 
very sophisticated, they don’t understand the 
behaviour; the relationships between things,” 
he says. He likens his predicament to that 
of someone who built horse carriages just 
as the car was invented, saying that he got in 
“on the tail-end of the tail-end of the great 
movie industry”. 

Is his job necessary anymore? “I would 
hope, for artists like Steven, that film would still 
offer us those opportunities,” says Ortega. Doug 
Jones is also holding out hope for work like his: 
“People love the reality of pulling off an effect 
on film. They love seeing real, no matter what 
it is. 1 don’t want to see that gone.” 

We can hope that Kutcher might not be part 
of a dying breed. But even if he is, he can take 
comfort in the fact that he has created almost 50 
years’ worth of phenomenal work on screen, and 
brought passion and expertise to the world of 
movies. Spiders, butterflies and scorpions have 
become movie stars thanks to him. He has 
created and defined his own niche, seeing 
movies brought to vivid life thanks to his 
commitment. And, as he says, “All this has 
ridden on the top of tiny little bugs.” @ 
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WILL SMITH JUST walked in on his mum 
doing something a little unexpected. “My 
mother watched Bad Boys last night,” he laughs. 
“She said she needed to catch up before the new 
one comes out.” Presumably, though, this 
wasn’t her first time watching the action 
comedy that, back in 1995, turned her son 
from the Fresh Prince Of Bel-Air into a freshly 
minted movie star, did the same for his co-star 
Martin Lawrence, and saw Michael Bay 
unleash his patented brand of Bayhem on an 
unsuspecting, unprepared world? Thankfully, 
no. “It was the first time she ever heard me 
curse, when Bad Boys came out,” continues 
Smith, with a chuckle. “She was shocked and 
appalled. She’s forgiven me.” 

Improbably, Bad Boys — which tells the 
story of maverick Miami narcotics cops Mike 
Lowrey (Smith) and Marcus Burnett (Lawrence) 
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— came close to getting made with two 
completely different leading men, in the shape 
of Dana Carvey and Jon Lovitz, before Carvey 
passed, prompting producers Don Simpson 
and Jerry Bruckheimer to completely rethink 
their approach and retool the screenplay for 
African-American leads. They cast Lawrence, 
who was then hitting it big with his sitcom 
Martin, and it was he who had the bright idea of 
approaching another sitcom star, Smith. They 
hit it off immediately, and over the next three 
decades have taken that Lowrey-Burnett motto 
to heart: through thick or thin, through career 
peaks and troughs, through That Thing At The 
Oscars, they ride together, they die together. 
Bad Boys for life. 

That friendship is apparent when Empire 
gets on the phone with Smith (who calls 
Lawrence ‘Marty-Mar’) and Lawrence (who 
calls Smith ‘Big Willie’) to talk about Bad Boys: 
Ride Or Die, the fourth instalment in an 
action-comedy franchise that, after 2020’s 
wildly successful, ridiculously entertaining 
Bad Boys For Life, has found unexpected 
momentum. Whatcha gonna do? 


This franchise takes its sweet time. There 
were eight years between Bad Boys and Bad 
Boys IT, 17 years between Bad Boys II and 
Bad Boys For Life. But only four years have 
passed between that and Bad Boys: Ride Or 


Die. Suddenly, you guys are prolific. 
Will Smith: Well, we’re starting to feel like we 
need to hurry up if we want to do more of these. 
Knees and backs aren’t what they used to be. 
We're really enjoying exploring the growth 

and evolution of these characters, and there’s 

a mirroring between Mike and Marcus, and Will 
and Martin. The ability to grow in and with 
these characters is a true artistic gift. You get to 
see your trajectory through the characters and 
through our on-and-off-screen relationship. 


With Bad Boys For Life it felt like you 

both went into it thinking it might be the 
last one, but had so much fun making it 
that you then decided to carry on. Was 

that the case? 

Martin Lawrence: I’m going to carry on as long 
as my brother carries on. It’ll be very hard to get 
rid of me. Very hard to get rid of me. 

Smith: What took so long is we refused to make 
it if it didn’t have a story that was new enough 
and interesting enough to be told about these 
characters. That was the same thing with this 
movie. As we're growing, we want the movies to 
grow also, so we’re reaching for higher ideas and 
higher concepts. Can you give the popcorn and 
let it be popcorn, but just a little bit gourmet? 
We want some gourmet popcorn, you know 
what I mean? We want people to have fun, but 
we want to have as many ideas as you can fit into 
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this movie without breaking the Bad Boys 
paradigm that people love. 


Bad Boys For Life didn’t shy away from 
ageing, and there was a really interesting 
thread where Mike refused to face his 
mortality, until he got shot in the chest and 
lapsed into a coma. That was meaty stuff. 
Smith: We wanted to push the envelope of how 
much life experience and age specificity you can 
put into these movies. One of the great things 
about the first Lethal Weapon is that Danny 
Glover wanted out. He was 50, he had 30 days 
left and then he gets stuck with Mel Gibson. 
With this movie we're being really aggressive in 
stretching what you can do in a summer action 
movie. There’s a spiritual aspect to it that I think 
people will be like, “Okay, that’s an interesting 
evolution for Marcus’ character.” 

Lawrence: Right. They found something 
interesting and different from all the movies 
we've done. In four, you’re gonna see something 
different. 

Smith: It has to feel like it earned its right to 

be a movie today. I always hate when you see 
sequels that are victory laps. In Ride Or Die 


| we're taking some really aggressive creative shots. 


Do either of you say in this movie, “I’m too 
old for this shit”? 
Smith: We refuse! We refuse! 


Lawrence: We refuse to give it any power! We 
are as young as we feel. 
Smith: Exactly! 


So, this time Mike and Marcus get framed, 
they go on the run. And they go on the run 
with Armando [Jacob Scipio], who is Mike’s 
son and the guy who killed Captain Howard 


[Joe Pantoliano]. There’s a lot going on there. 


Smith: That’s all the complexity we’re trying to 
explore. Armando’s character in Bad Boys 3 was 
essentially a victim of his upbringing. And Mike 
feels guilty about that. Mike feels that because 
of decisions he made, his son is in jail and 
Captain Howard is dead. The question is, is that 
redeemable? Is there anything that you can do 
that is so bad that you’re unredeemable? And 
we're using Mike’s relationship with Armando 
to explore that idea. 


There’s an alternate universe where Jon 
Lovitz and Dana Carvey made Bad Boys, 
which I’m sure would have been fine, but 

it blows my mind that they were the first 
people attached to it. 

Lawrence: It would have been one movie and 
that was it. 

Smith: You know what? That speaks to me of 
the beauty of story. Dana Carvey and Jon Lovitz, 
they wouldn’t have made this particular movie, 
but the idea of story transcends race, creed, 
colour, time, nationality. For me, as an artist, 
that’s part of the beauty of being able to stay 
with characters for this long. The evolution and 
expansion of the storytelling and being able to 
figure out how to deliver these very specific 
African-American narcotics cops in Miami, and 
being able to make that global in a way that’s 
relatable and not just cotton candy. 


It’s fascinating that Don Simpson and Jerry 
Bruckheimer read that script and saw the 
potential for reworking it for African- 
American leads. 

Smith: They did the same thing with Eddie 
Murphy (Sylvester Stallone was at one point 
involved in Beverly Hills Cop). They had 

Black leads, but they weren’t trying to make 
quote-unquote Black movies. It’s Black leads, 
it’s human beings in situations. They fought 
really hard for [Bad Boys] to be released and 
marketed as a movie for everybody. And I give 
them great credit, guaranteeing that Martin and 
Lin this project were perceived as global stars 
relevant for the game. And not Black actors 
making a Black movie. 


You worked with Michael Bay on the first 
two movies. He once told me that the 
signature shot of the franchise, where the 
two of you rise up into frame, was basically 
improvised on the fly. Is that true? 

Smith: Yeah. We didn’t have an end to the scene 
and we weren't in the location. So he was trying 
to figure something out where the camera was 
facing the sky, so he could shoot wherever we 
were. That’s Michael’s genius right there. The 
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images he sees in his head, that is quantum 
physics to me. I have no idea how he sees that. 
That is not how my brain works. 

Lawrence: Once I saw it back on video, I was 
like, “That’s a cold shot.” And more and more we 
started doing it in other movies. I just love it. 


You guys aren’t old, by any stretch, but as 


Will said, the knees don’t always co-operate. 


So now, when you have to rise up into the 

frame, do you need a little bit more time? 
Smith: No, we start already halfway standing. 
We'll stand up into the frame. 


Let’s talk about Bad Boys I as well. That 
film is a love letter to excess. The opening 
action sequence goes on for 20 minutes, 
and ends up with a speedboat on a highway. 
Were you trying to push the envelope for 
what action sequels could do? 

Lawrence: Definitely that. 

Smith: At the time, we were trying to outdo the 
first movie. And that sequence is why you can’t 
shoot in Miami anymore! Miami is like, “Hell, 
no! No!” That sequence was insane. So they’re 
like, “No more of that. There will be no more of 
that in Miami.” Even with this movie, Miami is 
just starting to open back up. We met with the 
film commissioner, and it’s like, “Michael Bay 
shut it down for everybody.” 


Now, instead of Michael Bay, you’ve got Adil 
& Bilall, who are back after Bad Boys For 
Life. What was it like finding someone to fill 
Michael Bay’s shoes? 

Lawrence: They’re cool cats. They said they 
wanted to take it to the next level and that’s 
what they did. What I like about them is that 
they’re consistent every day. They’re brothers. 
They’re kind. They’re not directors who yell 
and scream. They’re very calm. 

Smith: Not being born and raised in America, 
they have a totally different aesthetic. They were 
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watching Bad Boys in Belgium and Morocco. So 
it’s a whole different perception. I’ve worked 
with a couple of directors that are not American 
and it’s a whole different perspective. Even the 
idea of cars — how they look at those cars versus 
how we look at them is a whole different 
concept. They bring a deep desire to add their 
flavour. I love how they focus on the story being 
the thing that sparks the action. 


Going back to what you said about how Mike 
and Marcus have grown over the years: Bad 
Boys was unusual in that they were already 
friends and brothers when we met them. 
So that means you both had to bring that 
chemistry from the off. 

Lawrence: That started with respect, for each 
other’s work and admiring each other’s work. 
And to have an opportunity to work together, 
being two sitcom stars we had a chance to do 
something special and become movie stars. 
Smith: And the leaning on each other. Neither 
of us had been in big movies, right? So we were 
leaning on each other and depending on each 
other to even have an opportunity to transition 
from television to movies. I think at the core of 
Bad Boys, even the concept of ‘ride or die’ is the 
deepest yearning of the human soul. Somebody 
who’s with you no matter what, right? 
Somebody who’s going to ride or die, right? 
Somebody who’s going to stand beside you and 
love you and support you, and they can be mad 
at you. We’ve argued. The characters scream 
and fight. But at the core of it is the thing that 
every human spirit on this planet is yearning 
for. That is unbreakable, unconditional love. 


Martin, you were the instigator of this 
partnership. You reached out to Will and 
had a dinner together in 1994. 

Lawrence: It was one of the best choices 

I made, at my sister’s request. And I don’t take 
it back. We’re four deep! 


Has that friendship remained strong? Are 
you there for each other through the good 
times and bad? 

Lawrence: Most definitely. If he’s going through 
something, or whatever, I’ll reach out and text 
or whatever. If I’m going through something, 
he’ll reach out just to see how I’m doing. 

Smith: Martin has a great style with that. When 
something’s happening he doesn’t bring it up. 
He'll just call and say, “Hey, man, how you 
doing?” (Laughs) “Hey, Marty-Mar, how are you 
doing?” “Hey, man, I’m just, you know, checking 
on you. I just want you to know I’m here!” 


So if your phone goes and you look down and 
it says ‘Martin Lawrence’, you go, “Uh-oh.” 
Smith: Yeah, right! 


Is that something you had right away? That 
instant connection? 


Smith: We knew of each other before we met. So § ; 
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as Martin said, there was a level of respect 
coming into that first sit-down. I always loved 
that. I can describe it today; I couldn’t describe 
it then. He has this wide-open vulnerability and 
makes vulnerability comedic. There are a lot of 
people who are funny, and you can laugh with 
somebody and not fall in love with them. The 
thing with Martin, he makes you laugh in a way 
that you just love him. And there’s this absolute 
authenticity that just unlocked this thing in me 
that just always wants to support him. It’s like, 
“Whatever you need, dude, I’m rocking with you.” 
Lawrence: He does a great job of that. Sometimes 
Tm in awe of Will. His talent, his mind for the 
game, and what he knows and how he looks at 
things and sees things. I keep telling him he has 
to direct one day. His vision and the way he sees 
things is extraordinary. He has a powerful mind. 


Will, are you going to direct? 

Smith: You know, I don’t see in pictures. I have 
avisual mind, but for whatever reason, it’s not 
for cinema. I’ve always been terrified of 
directing because what I see in my mind is 
emotion. I see actors, and how actors can collide 
in a way to create a corresponding vibration in 
the audience. But I don’t see the shot. I can’t see 
the blocking. I can’t see the colours. 

Lawrence: But see, when you direct, Will, that’s 
when you're gonna have all that help. You’re 
gonna have the best cinematographer, you're 
gonna have the best everything at your disposal, 
to help you with all of that. And all you have to 
do is bring the emotion to the actors and what 
youre trying to get out of the movie and the 
scenes. I just think you'd do a great job. 

Smith: Thank you, man. Maybe one day. 


Maybe you need to direct a Marcus Burnett 
solo movie. 
Smith: That’s exactly it. I'll direct Martin! @ 


BAD BOYS: RIDE OR DIE |S IN CINEMAS FROM 5 JUNE 


ADIE EL ARBI can‘pinpoint the exact 
moment he knew:that'he and Bilall 
Fallah. were going’to.ride togetherfdie.. 
together. It Was-at art'school in his’ 
native Belgium, a place where, as‘he 
recalls, “they would only look’at 
European festival movies; Cannes Film 
Festival movies”. All good, of course, 
but his real passion.was for popcorn. 
So; when he spotted, Fallah; another 


-Student who, like him, was. Belgian-born 


but descended from:Moroccan parents, 
he took a charice-and popped the 
big: question: “Doyou like-Jerry ~~~ 


“Bruckheimer movies?” 


The. answer was a resounding yes. 
They became:-the entity known as Adil 
& Bilall and, after catching the eye in 
2015 with their vibrant, energetic 


* Belgian debut Black, found themselves 


in a.room with Actual Jerry Bruckheimer. 
“That was our ticket to Hollywood,” 


- Says Adil. “Jerry saw it, Will [Smith] Saw 


it; and they really wanted to work: with 
uSon any. project. We asked, ‘Is Bad 
Boys’3 available?” 


Their work on Bad Boys For Life was. - 


packed with their trademark energy, and 
in-conversation they have enough 
joie.de vivré'to go round: Which is 
saying something, because they. 
haven’t:stopped:-for,.a second 
since, making another Belgian 
movie; Rebel, plus episodes of-Ms: 
Marvel, as‘ well as: Bad Boys? Ride 
Or Die:-“It’S*beena-crazy ride;” 
taughs Adil:-“Ups*and downs and.” 
crazy shit that‘never happened’ ~~ 
before in the history-of cinema.” _. 
He’s not.kidding.-Because the 
team also made another movie in 
that‘time, one which we'll never get 


ADIL &-BILALL 


f 


~to.see, because they were the directors 
behind Batgirl.’Or would have been, 
had*Warner Bros: not decided to shelve 
it instead_-of releasing it. “It’s-the Y 
biggest disappointment of our careers, -* 
no question,” says Adil. “We keep- 
thinking.about it every. day. Sometimes 
| don’t sleep because I’m like; “What ; 
happened? What.could we have done 
differently?’ But the thing.is to try to 
learn from it.” 

After that, with wounds requiring 
licking, the duo. + who passed on 
Beverly Hills. Cop: Axel F in order to 
direct Batgirl — retreated back to the 
bosom of Bad Boys, and Bruckheimer. 
“Jerry for life!” Jaughs Bilall. “It’s very 
visceral,” he adds of the new movie., 
“We really go hard on the action. 

And, of-course,-a lot of explosions!” 

And._this-time, they know it’s 
going:to get’a release. “Inshallah — 
God willing, as we say,” says Adil. 
“We're very grateful. The meaning 
and the worth of itis much bigger 
now. It means.even more to us.” It’s 
fair to say, they really like Jerry . ** 
Bruckheimer movies. 
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Smith and Lawrence on set le 
with Bilall & Adil. 
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IN OUR REGULAR SERIES, WE EXPLORE 
A SLICE OF CINEMA LORE 


THIS MONTH 


BABY LeROY 


IN THE CITY of dreams, two of the town’s most talked-about 
movie stars were embarking on a first date. An excited 
photographer, bent on capturing every moment, followed in 
hot pursuit, capturing the A-listers driving down Hollywood 
Boulevard, enjoying a drink, catching a movie, having dinner 
at a buzzy restaurant, and finally dancing. The resulting snaps 
were published in the September 1934 issue of Hollywood 
magazine, where for ten cents fans could pore over the shoot 
and share it with friends. 

So far, so standard-issue gossip-mag folderol. Except, these 
photos were different. Because the two stars in question — Baby 
LeRoy and Shirley Temple — were respectively two years old 
and six. And each shot was a twist on the usual type of celebrity- 
in-the-wild image: Baby LeRoy driving Temple in a toy wagon, 
the pair sipping milk through straws, LeRoy reaching up to 
acounter to grab tickets for Western The Golden West, both 
at a miniature dining table, and finally holding hands on the 
Cocoanut Grove dancefloor, LeRoy’s head barely reaching 
Temple’s shoulders. Finally: a photo of her tucking him into a crib, 
with the caption, “Gosh, Shirley, I’m sorry but I guess I simply 
can’t take it. After all, bed is the best place for a little fellow like 
me at this time of night.” 

And so ended the article titled “BABY LEROY’S FIRST 
DATE”, the latest weird happening for an infant whose life 
to date had been very weird indeed. And things were getting 
stranger by the day. Rocketed to global fame before he was able 
to utter a word, the boy from Altadena, California, was receiving 
unimaginable amounts of money, being romantically linked 
(albeit jokingly) to starlets, getting whisked from movie set to 
movie set — after he’d had his nap, of course. More peculiar still, 
he was about to meet his nemesis, another Hollywood star who 
would become jealous of his fame and do anything to upstage him. 

Welcome to the one-of-a-kind, brief but bright-burning saga 
of Baby LeRoy, the kid who would be king. 


tstarted with a crisis at Paramount Pictures. In the summer 

of 1932, in pre-production for Maurice Chevalier comedy 

A Bedtime Story, the studio realised they needed to find 

a baby with a protruding lower lip — in the story, Chevalier’s 
man-about-town would discover the child left in his car and 
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assume it was his progeny, due to a previous 
dalliance, because of the physical resemblance 
(until it’s discovered later that the baby was just 
sucking on a button the whole time). The studio 
machinery whirred into action, searching for 
just the right sprog. Nurseries were combed 
through, and finally a tip from one of them led 
Paramount’s supervisor of children, Rachel 
Smith, and assistant director William Kaplan 
to a farm near Altadena. There, Ronald LeRoy 
Overacker lay innocently in a cradle. “No use 
looking any further,” Kaplan declared. LeRoy 
was whisked to the studio lot. 

It’s unclear why this particular child was 
chosen — he didn’t have the requisite lip, and 
when director Norman Taurog met him, he was 
unimpressed, noting that the tiny would-be 
actor wouldn’t even smile. But when the day of 
the camera test arrived, according to Norman 
J. Zierold’s 1965 book The Child Stars, magic 
happened: “The trouper’s instinct took hold — 
he seized the slats of his crib, pulled himself 
up to his full height, and delivered the 
captivating gurgle.” 

That gurgle shot LeRoy onto the fast track. 
He started off on $50 a week, more than many 
adults were making in those Great Depression- 
blighted times. And he was soon to become the 
first-ever baby to receive major billing ona 
movie. It quickly emerged that he was a natural 
when it came to acting, capable of delivering any 
emotion on cue. To make him grin, the director 
need merely place a coloured balloon or mirror 
above his head. A rattle or spinning top could be 
deployed to make him look thoughtful. To make 
him bawl, his nurse put a handkerchief over his 
nose. By trial and error, it was also ascertained 
that pouring water over the head of his mother 
made him how] with laughter. The mother, one 
of Hollywood’s earliest stage moms, gritted her 
teeth patiently and reached for a towel. 

The six-week A Bedtime Story shoot 
passed uneventfully, except for several 
emergency nappy crises, and when the film 
hit cinemas, audiences and critics alike were 
delighted by LeRoy’s antics. “The child plays 
fascinatingly,” wrote one newspaper pundit. 
“He listens intelligently. He reacts in almost an 
adult manner.” Another went further in their 
enthusiasm. “There is going to be a lot of baby 
talk going around town this week,” pronounced 
Walter D. Hickman in The Indianapolis Times. 
“This 8 months old baby is about the cutest 
laughing and gurgling trick the screen has ever 
reflected.” Poor Maurice Chevalier was an 
afterthought in most of the reviews, including 
Hickman’s: “When it is all said and done, it is 
Baby LeRoy that you are going to remember and 
talk about.” 

This was not a freak occurrence: there 
were other famous babies in Old Hollywood, 
including Baby Marie, who starred in 1916’s 
Little Mary Sunshine at age five, and Baby 
Peggy, who made 150 short films and many 
features in the 1920s. But LeRoy’s fame 
was something else. Paramount gave him 
a multi-picture contract — making him the 
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youngest person ever to be signed up long- 
term by a major studio — marked by a photo 

op in which the tyke sat on a desk, burbling, 

as asolemn executive studied the small print. 
A high-chair with his name on was created, and 
he was transported around the studio lot in 

a wicker carriage, pushed by assistant directors. 
Screen queen Carole Lombard appeared with 
him in a Portuguese toothpaste commercial, 
before the two posed together for the cover 

of Screen Book. Mae West, not to be outdone, 
put LeRoy on her list of Hollywood’s most 
eligible bachelors. 

The public ate it up. Audiences cheered 
when he appeared again in 1933 Claudette 
Colbert vehicle Torch Singer, now one year 
old, larger, plumper with wispy blond hair. 
Paramount’s Rachel Smith, now LeRoy’s nurse 
and tutor, held press conferences in which she 
dropped such thrilling titbits as “he is an 
even-tempered, adorable, jolly little chap... He 
arrives on the set in a happy mood, is fresh and 
interested in everything”. So much fan mail for 
him, meanwhile, poured through Paramount’s 


famous gates that The New York Times 
calculated it was “not surpassed by the returns 
of any of Hollywood’s reigning stars”. 

The golden boy seemed to have it all. 
Yet envy was rearing its head. Rumour had it 
that Gloria Swanson, future star of Sunset 
Boulevard, turned down the lead role in Miss 
Fane’s Baby Is Stolen because LeRoy was set to 
appear in it — considering what had happened 
with Maurice Chevalier, she decided she wasn’t 
ready for her close-up, after all. But that was 
nothing compared to the unlikely feud that 
was about to break out between the cherubic 
LeRoy and a comedian who looked a bit like 
a baby himself, albeit a particularly unruly one: 
W.C. Fields. 


he cantankerous, cigar-chomping 

Fields clung onto grievances like they 

were precious pearls. Throughout his 

career in vaudeville and then in motion 
pictures, he saw all around him, no matter if 
it was a fellow actor, a waiter or an inanimate 
object, as a threat to his livelihood and person. 
Master of the withering put-down, nurser of 
a short temper, imbiber of industrial-strength 
martinis, he once threatened to instal a Burmese 
tiger-trap on the lawn of his neighbour in 
Malibu, filmmaker Cecil B. DeMille. He stormed 
out of a Charlie Chaplin two-reeler, fuming, 
“If I get a good chance, [’ll kill him with my 
bare hands!” Scuttlebutt, possibly spread by 
Fields himself, suggested he had once beaten 
a studio executive over the head with a billiard 
cue. Even the world of birds tormented him: 
he had a long-running battle with not only 
aswan, but some seagulls that frequented his 
pond; he’d crouch behind a tree-stump for 
hours, attempting to pick them off with an 
army revolver. 

Children he saw as a particular blight. When 

asked on screen if he liked child actors, he 
growled back, “I do if they’re properly cooked” 
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— an accurate representation of his true 
feelings. In an early interview, he declared 
that he would never make a movie with a baby, 
a dog or awoman with a low neckline, as it 
would distract the audience from the true 
spectacle: himself. 

That rule was broken in 1933’s Tillie 
And Gus. In the feather-light comedy, 

Fields’ top-hat-wearing character, Augustus 
Winterbottom, greets ‘The King’ (Baby 
LeRoy) with the words, “What is your name 
and where do you hail from?” When a lady 
explains that the infant can’t understand him, 
he ripostes, “A foreigner, eh?” Co-star 
Jacqueline Wells, observing, felt that things 
were going well. “He was actually playing with 
Mr Fields, who seemed to really love the little 
boy,” she reported. “And there was harmony 
all round.” 

But that peace quickly unravelled. It turned 
out that each time the man and the baby were 
brought together, the usually serene LeRoy 
would burst into tears upon seeing Fields’ 
bulbous nose. And a 40-second shot of the 
comedian holding the child took an entire 
day to film. “I was naturally the cause of all his 
grief,” Fields said, “and each time he saw me 
he bellowed loud and long.” Between takes, the 
star would sit, eyeing the baby and muttering 
vague threats. 

Finally, Fields snapped, resorting to foul 
play. He distracted LeRoy’s nurse, asking for 
aracing form and promising her he’d keep an 
eye on the child. “I quietly removed the nipple 
from Baby LeRoy’s bottle, dropped in a couple 
of noggins of gin, and returned it to Baby 
LeRoy,” he would brag later. “After sucking 
on the pacifier for a few minutes, he staggered 
through the scene like a Barrymore.” 

His moment of triumph didn’t last long, 
though; when Tillie And Gus was marketed, 
Baby LeRoy’s face took up considerably more 
space on the poster than his own. The New 
York Times gushed about LeRoy’s performance. 
Worse still, the double-act shtick — LeRoy 
giggling at every mishap that befalls Fields 
— proved so popular that they were brought 
back together by Paramount for further 
movies. The one-sided rivalry was only just 
heating up. 
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he plot of 1934’s The Old-Fashioned Way 
would partly revolve around a kid (LeRoy, 
now two) who mistakes travelling 
entertainer The Great McGonigle (Fields) 
for his “dada”. It was a significantly more 
challenging role for the minor, with far more 
screentime and more to do. Making things harder, 
Los Angeles court rules decreed he could only be 
in front of the lights for five consecutive minutes. 

Perhaps the gin incident had made an 
impression on Baby LeRoy. Because while he 
followed the script when acting against Fields’ 
stand-in, as soon as Fields himself came close 
he started acting out. During a dinner scene, he 
grabbed a handful of custard and flung it into 
the comedian’s face. In other takes, he dipped 
Fields’ pocket watch in molasses, splashed soup 
on his coat, and yanked on his nose. Again, 
Fields reached his breaking point — this time, 
he convinced director William Beaudine to film 
him kicking the baby in the rear. 

“The studio was in an uproar about that 
scene,” recalled Beaudine. “They said, “You can’t 
do that. People won’t stand for it. You can’t kick 
a kid, Bill said, “What the hell? It’s what any 
ordinary human being would do. Look at what 
he’s done to me.” The strange logic was 
supported by fellow comedy star Harold Lloyd, 
who backed Fields, and a preview audience in 
Glendale, who laughed uproariously at the scene. 

Somewhat incredibly, Fields was allowed to 
work with the child one further time. Billed as 
a ‘rematch’, the same year’s It’s A Gift reduced 
Baby LeRoy’s screentime — he worked just half 
a week — but the mood on set remained tense. 
“Fields had a phobia about the baby. He not only 
hated infants in general, but he believed that 
Baby LeRoy was stealing scenes from him,” said 
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its director, Norman McLeod. “He used to swear 

at the baby so much in front of the camera that 

I sometimes had to cut off the ends of the scenes 

in which they appeared.” Onlookers were 

baffled. “The kid wasn’t that bad,” said props- 

master Harry Caplan. “He was a little baby.” 
LeRoy received just $30 for the film. 


ach milestone moment for Baby LeRoy 
— usually something to be celebrated for 
a child — was instead a step closer to 
obsolescence. There was his first word, 
“Mama”, directed not to his own mother but 
instead starlet Dorothea Wieck. His first 
unassisted walk. His first tooth. When the latter 
was spotted, by acameraman on one of his sets, 
it was yanked out to avoid ruining continuity. 
The end finally came during pre-production 
of a film based on James M. Cain short story The 
Baby In The Icebox. Paramount had bought the 
story especially for LeRoy, but he grew so much 
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during script development that eventually he no 
longer fit the icebox. He was dropped from the 
project. At the age of four, Baby LeRoy retired 
from Hollywood. 

There was an attempt at returning four 
years later, when he won a key role ina 1940 film 
called The Biscuit Eater, but during the shoot he 
fell into a lake, caught a cold and was recast. 

The rest of Ronald LeRoy Overacker’s life is 
relatively shrouded in mystery — certainly less 
well chronicled than his first three years — but 
it’s known that he attended City College in LA 
and then served in the Korean War. In the 1960s, 
a TV show doing an episode on child stars 
tracked him down to a beach in southern 
California, where the producers found him 
working: tanned, happy and anonymous. 

“T like being a lifeguard because I’m free,” he 
said. “I come and go as I please. Nobody follows 
me, because nobody knows where I am. That’s 
the way I like it.” 

As for Fields, Overacker chose to discount 
the tales about the man who had once advanced 
on him with an ice-pick, with whom his legend 
would forever be entwined. “My mother has 
pictures of him holding me, and the expression 
on the man’s face didn’t look like a man who 
would not like children,” he shrugged. “The 
stories I heard were mostly publicity stories.” 

And for all Fields’ rancour, his spite, his 
proud claim that, “I was the first comic in world 
history, so they told me, to pick fights with 
children”, it seems he may have had a soft spot for 
his nappy-clad nemesis, after all. One visitor to 
his Spanish-style mansion in Hollywood reported 
that there was a large photograph displayed 
proudly on a wall: Fields and Baby LeRoy, in 
miniature cars, furiously racing to the finish. @ 
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YOU CAN’T RUN FOREVER 
STAR J.K. SIMMONS ON AN 
OSCAR-WINNING CAREER OF 
KILLERS, HARD CASES AND 
NEWSPAPER EDITORS 


WORDS CHRIS HEWITT 
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J.K. SIMMONS’ KINDLY, inviting face and 
soothing voice has often prompted Hollywood 
to cast him as warm, avuncular types. He’s 
Juno’s dad, for one. But he has a rotter in him. 
When those eyes turn cold, watch out. This is 

a trait that has also been exploited adroitly over 
the years — it was his hilarious turn as the 
cynical newspaper editor J. Jonah Jameson in 
Sam Raimi’s Spider-Man that first alerted most 
people to Simmons. And then, of course, his 
unforgettable performance as Terence Fletcher, 
the brutal jazz teacher in Damien Chazelle’s 
Whiplash, turned him into an icon and won him 
a Best Supporting Actor Oscar in 2015. And 
now that penchant for prickishness is being 
exploited in new film You Can’t Run Forever by, 
of all people, his wife, Michelle Schumacher, 
who directs Simmons as Wade, a seemingly 
unstoppable psychopath who embarks on 
arandom killing spree. We caught up with 
Simmons from his home in New York to talk 
about his storied career. 


When your wife came to you and said, “I’ve 
got arole for you. It’s an unrepentant, 
psychopathic killer, and you’re the only guy 
who can play it”, how did that make you feel? 
She didn’t say that last sentence, about me being 
the only guy. I was the only husband she was 
considering for the part. It was not unlike her 
previous film, I’m Not Here, in which she came 
to me and said, “I want you to play a pathetic, 
miserable, regretful, emaciated drunk who 
doesn’t speak a word in the entire movie.” This 
time, at least I had dialogue and interaction with 
other humans. But it was a pleasure, and a stretch 
to get to play somebody this outside the norm. 


His first words, when asked why he’s just done 
something heinous, are, “Does it matter?” 


Did that give you an insight into him? 
Absolutely. And there was actually much 
discussion of how to phrase that idea. We tossed 
around the idea of saying, “Why not?”, but that 
just seemed a little less impactful and more 
flippant and dismissive. But that awful nihilistic, 
nothing-to-lose, as you said, psychopathic 
mentality is scary. 


What’s it like being directed by your wife in 
scenes like that, or scenes where you pleasure 
yourself while sitting next to a corpse? 
That’s something you’ve never done before. 
Let’s not rush to any assumptions. (Laughs) Of 
course, the short, flippant answer is that it’s 

just like life at home. I do as directed. But it’s 
absolutely brilliant being directed by Michelle. 
And it was a fully family affair because our 
daughter Olivia plays the stepdaughter of 


Above: J.K. 
Simmons as 
gun-toting 
sociopath 
Wade in this 
year’s You 
Can’t Run 
Forever. 

Left: Sadist? 
Perfectionist? 
Or both? In his 
Oscar-winning 
role as 
Whiplash’s 
(2014) 
tyrannical 
Fletcher. 


Fernanda Urrejola’s character, and our son Joe 
did the entire score and post-production sound 
effects for the film. So we’re extra-proud of this 
endeavour. Michelle’s old acting teacher, the 
legendary Sondra Lee, keeps referring to us as 
the Barrymores. 


You’ve occasionally played people who are 
on the more morally ambiguous end of the 
spectrum. Going back to Whiplash, Damien 
Chazelle saw something in you that not 
many people had seen before. 

Well, interestingly, we did a short film about 16 
months before Miles and I did the feature, and he 


had always envisioned Miles as playing Andrew, 
and once he got connected with [producers] 
Jason Reitman and Helen Esterbrook, they were 
the ones who suggested he consider me. He 

and I met, and had lunch. The rest is history. 
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I love that Damien looked at you and 
thought, “This guy can be terrifying in the 
right black T-shirt.” 

That’s, I think, maybe the only significant thing 
I talked him into. He had very specifically said, in 
the script, that he wanted Men In Black — white 
shirt, black tie, black sport coat every day. That’s 
what he really wanted to be Terence Fletcher’s 
uniform. I argued, because I don’t like wearing 
ties, for the T-shirt. I’m wearing one now. 

I bought about a dozen of them. It was kind of 
like my comfort uniform in real life at the time. 


What are your memories of filming the very 
tense final sequence in Whiplash? 

I’m getting goosebumpy, as I do every time I talk 
about that or think about that. Miles, in our 
press tour, said it’s a lot easier to be exhausted 
than to act exhausted. I think both of us, by the 
time we filmed that sequence, there was this 
combination of exhaustion and elation. I had no 
clue at all that it would be as impactful as it was. 
I knew we were making something great, but 
Thad made a lot of little indie films that I thought 
were really good before that, and most of 

them were never seen widely. But it was an 
absolute joy. We worked so fast. And it was such 
a treat, because I never did have the talent to 

be a professional musician. But I have enough, 
and I learned partly from my father, who was 

a musician, a choir conductor and college music 
administrator. But I was actually conducting those 
scores. I actually read the music and I knew what 
I was doing. All the actors you saw playing those 
musicians actually played those instruments, 
some of them at a more rudimentary level and 
some of them quite well. You're hearing the best 
pros in Hollywood on the soundtrack. But we 
were making music. We were playing Duke 
Ellington, we were playing ‘Whiplash’. 


Did you know anyone like Fletcher? 

The closest thing in my actual experience 
would have been my junior high and high-school 
football coaches, who were typically semi- 
sadistic types, as was often the case in the late 
’60s, early ’70s. Fortunately, I didn’t have any 
music teachers who were like that. They were 
all kinder and gentler, including my father. But 
Ican’t tell you how many times I’ve heard, 
sometimes athletes, sometimes dancers, but 
most often musicians, come up to me on the 
street and say, “Oh, I had a guy like that.” Many 
of them actually appreciated, in retrospect, that 
kind of unrelenting quest for perfection. I love 
the ambiguity of that character. One thing 
Istressed in my first meeting with Damien was, 
“Please tell me you’re not making the decision 
for us as to whether this is a good guy or a bad 
guy, and whether the end justifies the means. 
Please tell me we’re leaving that door at least 
alittle ajar.” 


There’s been a thing, over the years, where 
characters like Alec Baldwin’s real-estate 
salesman in Glengarry Glen Ross are 
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Top to bottom: 
As grumpy and 
loud-mouthed 
editor-in-chief 
of the Daily 
Bugle, J. Jonah 
Jameson, in 
Spider-Man 
(2002); Wade 
terrorises Jenny 
(Fernanda 
Urrejola) and 
her family in 
You Can’t 

Run Forever. 


misinterpreted. Has that happened 

with Fletcher? 

Well, one of the first people I heard from after 
Whiplash debuted was a friend who’s a classical 
orchestra conductor, who said, “Finally, 
somebody gets it! That’s what we need. That’s 
what it requires to obtain excellence.” 


Do you get the same with newspaper 
editors? Do people come up to you and say, 
“J. Jonah Jameson is spot on.” 

Less so. My cousin, Ron, is anewspaper 
journalist. Coincidentally, he was the one who 
introduced me to Spider-Man when we were 
kids, so talk about full circle. No, I think JJJ is 
universally loved-slash-loathed at all levels. 


“| have afarm- 
boy work- 
ethic. ‘Struggle’ 
never applied 
to me.” 


Alamy, Signature Entertainment, Sony 


You had worked with Sam Raimi on For 
Love Of The Game and The Gift before that. 
Was he mentally doodling hair and a cigar 
onto you? 

Unbeknownst to me, apparently that was 
happening. We were shooting The Gift down in 
Georgia, and a couple of different friends told 
me, “Did you hear Sam is going to be directing 
Spider-Man? You should play the bad guy!” 
They all thought the bad guy should be the 
Vulture, and I should play it because of my 
lovely chrome dome. And I’ve never been one 
to solicit, so I never said anything. Shortly after 
we finished that, I was back in New York and got 
the word that Sam was interested in me, 

but I would need to audition for the producers 
and everybody. So I went in and auditioned, 
sitting in a chair, holding the script and playing 
a scene where I’m being choked almost to death 
by the Green Goblin. And a day or two later 

I was back on the rounds, doing auditions, 
voiceover auditions. You walk into the waiting 
room, sign in, there are three or four other guys 
waiting, and then it’s my turn. They’re walking 
me through the cubicles back to the little 
recording booth and some young kid comes 
sliding into my path on his desk chair and goes, 
“J.K., congratulations!” I said, “Thanks! For 
what?” And he goes, “Are you kidding? J. Jonah 
Jameson! They just announced it!” My agent 
called me half an hour later and said, “Hey...” 
and I was like, “Yeah, I know!” 


I have to say, just hearing you say the word 
“Spider-Man” is giving me chills. 
At least I’m not screaming it right now. 


Sam wanted that His Girl Friday-style 
machine-gun rat-a-tat delivery, didn’t he? 
Honestly, that was not something we even 
discussed. It was just my instinct to completely 
match Sam’s instinct. And then he’s fine-tuning 
us as we go along. All those scenes, especially 
in the first two movies, he gave us lots of room, 
partly because his little brother [Ted Raimi] 
was part of the team, and also he knew he could 
trust all of us to improvise a fair amount. My 
first movie with him, For Love Of The Game, he 
often-times had me surrounded by former pro 
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baseball players or upcoming pros and he would 
just turn on the camera and say, “Go react! They 
just hit a triple, what do you think of that?” So 
there was always a level of trust between us, and 
great affection. 


You mentioned auditioning for stuff back 
in your Spider-Man days, when you were 
making the transition into movies from 
theatre. Was that a difficult time in terms 
of putting together roles? 

No, it wasn’t. It was really never difficult. When 
I was flavour of the month with Whiplash, and 
somebody was handing me a trophy every time 
I turned around, there were lots of questions 
about my years of struggle. And I thought, “It 
never felt like a struggle.” I considered myself 
so fortunate to be acting, most of the time, for 
aliving. And if I was waiting tables for a few 
months, or digging a ditch, or washing cars or 
whatever I was doing, in-between regional 
theatre jobs when I was in my twenties and 
thirties, that was just... (shrugs) I grew up with 
a Midwestern farm-boy work-ethic handed 
down from my parents, and so I never felt like 
the word “struggle” applied to me. 


What did the Oscar for Whiplash mean to 
you and your career? 

I was already at a position I had never really 
envisioned for myself, where I was getting 
offers. I was still auditioning sometimes, but 

I was able to support my family. All it really did 
was exponentially increase what was already the 
case. The offers came flying in after that. And of 
course, a lot of them were, “Play this guy who 
berates everybody in his path.” I wasn’t 
interested in the vast majority of those. 


Why J.K. Simmons? Why not Jonathan 
Simmons, your real name? 

When I joined the stage actors’ union, Actors’ 
Equity, I became Jonathan Simmons. I’ve never 
really been known as Jonathan. I’ve gone by 

a variety of nicknames my whole life, depending 
on what family or friend-group I was with. 
When [had an opportunity to join SAG, they 
had a Jonathan Simmons, and I already felt like 
I never identified as that anyway. J.K.’, or Jake’ 
was one of the nicknames my dad tossed at me 
from when I was young. It was before J.K. 
Rowling, well before the first Harry Potter, 

and before everything became an acronym. 
When people would ask me in the 90s, “What’s 
the JK stand for?” I would say, “Just kidding,” 
and they thought I was the funniest guy on 

the planet. 


What do most people call you? 

J.K. or Jake. Other friends call me by shortened 
versions of the rest of my name, but it’s not for 
public consumption. You have to be somebody 
that I knew in the ’60s or ’70s, or somebody I’m 
sleeping with. And there’s only one of those. 


YOU CAN’T RUN FOREVER |S OUT NOW ON DIGITAL 
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Speed 


JAN DE BONT’S RUSH-HOUR 
ROLLERCOASTER 


WORDS KRISTOPHER TAPLEY 


“THEY DON’T MAKE ’em like they used to” 
is a popular refrain, but applied to the sturdy 
Hollywood filmmaking of the 1990s, one movie 
stands out as emphatically representative: Jan 
de Bont’s 1994 summer action thrill ride, Speed. 
You remember the plot. There’s abomb on 
a bus. Once the bus goes 50 miles an hour, the 
bomb is armed. If it drops below 50, it blows up. 
“What do you do?” madman Howard Payne 
(Dennis Hopper) quizzes LAPD officer Jack 
Traven (Keanu Reeves) ina hair-raising 
second-act set-up. That moment, still embedded 
in the fabric of pop culture, follows a riveting 
first-act appetiser staged in a compromised 
elevator shaft and soon gives way to an equally 
gripping underground finale that quite literally 
explodes out onto Hollywood Boulevard. 

Consider those bookending sequences. 

The elevator portion was, by many first-hand 
accounts, the hairiest ordeal of the entire 
production. The crew built a multi-story shaft 
and then precariously hung a lift in place for 
the harrowing rescue of a dozen passengers, 
putting actors and camera operators in the sort 
of danger that makes insurance companies 
cringe. To supplement that experience, an entire 
team built and photographed a scaled-down 
replicant of the elevator shaft almost solely for 
the film’s opening-credits overture. 

The subway portion, meanwhile, is a glorious 
mixed-media composite of live actors duking it 
out on a set, rear-projected footage used to 
establish a moving environment, meticulously 
assembled miniature subway trains filmed for 
a spark-infested derailment, and a full-scale 
train bursting through a bustling city street. 

Many of these are lost art-forms from 
workforces that have, tragically, been ushered 
into obsolescence. That’s a shame, because that 
tactile, handmade craftsmanship is what makes 
Speed endure. It’s not just nostalgia, either. Speed 
was a runaway sensation upon release. It exceeded 
20th Century Fox’s expectations to the tune of 
$350 million worldwide (on a $30 million budget). 
What’s more, it was a critical darling, celebrated 
by esteemed voices like the Chicago Sun-Times’ 
Roger Ebert, The New Yorker’s Anthony Lane 
and Empire’s own Philip Thomas as seemingly 
brainless summer slop that dazzled because of 
how well it worked. 
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De Bont’s film is celebrating its 30th 
anniversary this year, which is the kind of 
occasion that raises a fair question: does it hold 
up? It does, largely due to the sense of reality it 
captures. A former cinematographer himself, de 
Bont and his seasoned team shot Speed the only 
way that made sense: practically. They outfitted 
a fleet of buses for the film’s many stunts, whether 
crashing one into an off-ramp loaded with cars, 
sending another up on two wheels for a hard 
right-turn, rigging another for Reeves and stunt 
performers to work underneath, or crashing yet 
another into a stretch Douglas DC-8 airplane for 
a fiery climax. They even launched one off a ramp 
for the movie’s freeway-jump showstopper. 
Suffice it to say, that one was totalled. 

Why has cinema left these treasured trades 
behind? The culprit might simply be technology’s 
unimpeded advance. Speed arrived when the 
analogue world of yesterday was giving way to 
the digital status quo of tomorrow, so it wasn’t 
immune to that advance. The use of computer 
flourishes in the film was minimal but effective, 
making it a bit of a hybrid exercise. The window- 


washing winch that crashes through the elevator 
shaft? That’s a CGI element rendered within 

a miniature environment. The bus-jump 
involved a digital matte painting to sell the idea 
of an actual overpass gap. A shot leading up to 
that sequence, revealing the gap from afar, was 
actually the film’s most expensive thanks to the 
limitations of early-stage CGI. However, these 
flourishes were additive; they weren’t the whole 
show. And now, 30 years later, when you watch 
the film’s soup of techniques on screen, it’s fully 
believable. Will today’s CGI-heavy blockbusters 
hold up as well in three decades? 

The swift plotting of Speed is so relentless it 
doesn’t even give you time to look for the seams. 
Penned by screenwriter Graham Yost, with 
uncredited assists from Paul Attanasio and Joss 
Whedon, the movie flies by, cavalierly violating 
storytelling dogma. After all, Traven learns 
nothing. There is no dramatic character arc. The 
audience simply watches a man do his job for two 
hours, and it’s mesmerising. 

Speed's bold reframing of the action star is 
key to that. Bruce Willis’ John McClane gave 


birth to the modern everyman hero in Die Hard, 
alate ’80s antidote to that decade’s muscle- 
bound bombast, but Reeves’ Jack Traven took 
the baton and ran with it. De Bont wanted to 
establish a new paradigm with his leading man. 
Together, they tipped the scales away from 
Arnold Schwarzenegger and back to the 

genre’s roots, to someone like Bullitt icon Steve 
McQueen, a strong persona who was enigmatic 
and accessible all at once. In the end, Speed 
established the action-movie cachet that Reeves 
trades on to this very day. 

Yet, there’s an alchemy at play as well, that 
unquantifiable thing that truly manifests a classic. 
So it goes that Sandra Bullock, as bus-passenger- 
unwittingly-turned-driver Annie, is as key 
a part of Speea’s legacy as anyone. Cast after an 
exhaustive search by a production that couldn’t 
afford the era’s top names, Bullock took the film 
by storm and won hearts around the world. She 
held a refreshingly diverse cast together during 
sizzling summer days out on the soon-to-be- 
opened 105 freeway in Los Angeles, and she was 
the spark behind that tangible electricity with 


Alamy 


Clockwise 
from main: 
Jack (Keanu 
Reeves) and 
Annie (Sandra 
Bullock); Bunny- 
hopping bus!; 
Speed leaves 

a dent on LA; 
Dennis Hopper 
plays bomber 
Howard Payne. 


her Zen screen partner. A star was born. 
“Masterpiece” is a word people might be 
reluctant to use for a movie that aims to be 
nothing more and nothing less than popcorn- 
munching entertainment, but it’s hard not to 
apply it to something this brimming with bravura 
craft and chemistry. Speed is a masterclass in the 
techniques of its time. It’s a relic, but it’s not 
a dated one. It’s areminder of all that 
cinema was capable of, and still is, if only 
we had, as Carlos Carrasco’s Ortiz says 
in the movie, the “big, round, hairy 
cojones” to get out there and put the 
pedal to the metal once again. 


SPEED IS OUT NOW ON DVD, BLU-RAY, 4K AND DIGITAL. 
KRISTOPHER TAPLEY’S 50 MPH, AN ORAL-HISTORY 
PODCAST DEDICATED TO SPEED, IS AVAILABLE NOW 
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CHOSEN BY BETH WEBB 


(OUT NOW, DVD/BR/DIGITAL) 

This 1880s-set, Juliette Binoche-fronted 

sensory romance bakes desire into the | 
sumptuous offerings of traditional French 

cuisine. Co-starring Binoche’s former partner | 
Benoit Magimel, Tran Anh Hing’s film delights 

in the chemistry sparked by their collaboration. 

Not to be watched on an empty stomach. 


2 

(OUT 3 JUNE, 4K) 

George Miller’s road-chewing prequel 

Furiosa is nearly upon us, and what better 

way to get your BPM soaring than revisiting | 
this bracing, brutal masterpiece? May the 

image of Charlize Theron screaming into the | 
ether be forever burned onto your brain. 


= 

(OUT 27 MAY, 4K) 

This propulsive zombie rager packs a 

surprising emotional punch (as well as very | 
literal ones, both thanks to Ma Dong-seok). 
Stuffed with white-knuckle set pieces, this 

South Korean gem, which follows a divorced | 
father’s frantic quest for survival with his young 
daughter, is as enduring as it is electric. 


4 
(OUT 20 MAY, DVD/BR/DIGITAL) 

Todd Haynes’ melodrama is hard to box: 

a tragedy inspired by the real-life scandal 
between a teacher and her pupil, yet boasting 
one of the best hotdog jokes in 21st-century 
cinema. Julianne Moore is on fighting form as 
the disgraced woman, as is Natalie Portman 
as an actor cast to play her in a movie. 


2 


. (OUT 3 JUNE, DVD/BR/4K/DIGITAL) 

Diablo Cody makes her righteous 
screenwriting return with this 

*80s-set build-a-boy teen-horror 
romance. Starring Kathryn 

_ Newton and Cole Sprouse, 

| the film boasts whip- 
smart dialogue, a killer 
soundtrack and a sweet if 

unconventional love story. 
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The Ranking 


Paul Thomas 
Anderson movies 


FOUR EMPIRE WRITERS TACKLE THE FILMOGRAPHY 
OF THE OTHER DIRECTING PAUL ANDERSON 
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Helen: So, Paul Thomas 
Anderson. Talk me through 
your first encounters with PTA. 
Alex: My first dalliance was 

in 1997 at the Prince Charles 
Cinema. Boogie Nights came out 
and people I knew were saying, 
“You've got to see this film, 
youre gonna love it.” And I did, 
and it’s like, “Where did this 
guy come from?” It’s probably 
one of my top five films. 

Nick: I missed Hard Eight. 
But Boogie Nights was such 
amission statement. It feels like 
a first film, in a way. It’s got so 
much energy. The firecracker 
scene hits you in the face. 

Dan: It was the first great film of 
my film-journalist career. And 
like everyone else, I was utterly 
blown away, utterly convinced 
of this amazing new talent. 
Helen: It was actually Empire 
that clued me in on Boogie 
Nights. The colour is what 
stands out in my head — the 
saturated, bright, ’70s warm 
colours. And the characters. 
And that final scene of Dirk 
Diggler in front of the mirror. 
Alex: What I love about the 
film is you get so immersed 

in the world of all these 
different characters, and the 
intertwining storylines flow so 
fluidly in and out of each other. 
PTA will say that in his early 
days, it was Scorsese and 
Robert Altman who were his 
influences. You can see it in 
Magnolia even more obviously. 
Nick: He hasn’t done 

another really high-energy 
film like this. 

Alex: Licorice Pizza was 
supposed to be a return to that, 
in the looseness and fun of it. 


Dan: Inherent Vice is 

a different film, but it’s 
certainly his funniest. 

Nick: That’s a film on pot. 
Boogie Nights is on cocaine. 
There Will Be Blood is on acid? 
Helen: It’s on milkshake. What 
are our thoughts on Hard Eight? 
Alex: It’s a very assured 

and confident first film. It’s 
quite sad. 

Nick: It’s a mood-piece. Philip 
Baker Hall is terrific. But I’ve 
never felt the need to go back 
to it. 

Alex: His voice is there, I think. 
Helen: Magnolia is a pretty 
astonishing film. The way the 
stories interweave is really 
quite beautiful. 

Nick: It’s so bold. I think 
about the Tom Cruise 
character straightaway. It’s 
one of my favourite Cruise 
performances. 

Alex: Cruise goes wild in 

this film. 

Dan: He’s a proto-Andrew 
Tate. That character, Frank 
T.J. Mackey, would be putting 
out YouTube content now. 
Nick: Anderson is really good 
at taking a powerful male 
figure and peeling back layers 
to show the vulnerabilities. 

He does the same thing in 
There Will Be Blood. 

Alex: You can’t talk about 
Cruise in that film without 
talking about Philip Seymour 
Hoffman. He was PTA’s 

guy. Also, that final shot of 
Magnolia, where John C. 
Reilly and Melora Walters 
have found each other, and she 
smiles at the camera... That 
destroys me, to see her happy. 
Helen: And the use of music. 
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Aimee Mann runs right 
through it, and the singalong 
moment is so unexpected. 
Alex: PTA says that if he had 
the chance to do it again, he 
probably wouldn’t have done 
that. He thinks that was too 
self-indulgent. But can you even 
imagine the film without it? 
Dan: That got me when I first 
saw it. It’s really emotional. It 
really works. It’s about this 
metaphysical connection 
between everyone. 

Helen: Let’s talk about 
Punch-Drunk Love. This was 
the first real sign that Adam 
Sandler could do something 
other than be Adam Sandler. 
Dan: Although, the film 

has comedic elements. And 
he’s playing the same type 

of character he played in 

his comedies. 

Nick: A man-child. 

Alex: With anger-management 
issues. But he’s also playing 


a straight romantic lead, and 
there’s vulnerability there. You 
really feel for him. 

Nick: I’d forgotten how 
stressful it was. 

Alex: The sound design on 
that film is supposed to be 
discombobulating because it’s 
meant to reflect the feeling of 
falling in love. 

Dan: Again, good use of music. 
He used a song from Popeye 
as the big romantic theme at 
the end. 

Helen: Anytime I think 
romance, I think Popeye. 

And next up he did There 

Will Be Blood. 

Dan: Five years later. 

Alex: It takes five years 

to become a completely 
different filmmaker. 

Nick: It’s the start of his work 
with Daniel Day-Lewis. So 
many iconic moments. 

Alex: That film is an 

assault, isn’t it? It’s such 
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an experience. It’s a very 
threatening film. 

Dan: It’s a character study as 
amonster movie, almost. Or 

a monster movie as a character 
study, whatever way you want 
to put it. 

Nick: It feels mythic. There’s 
such a weight of symbolism 

— the American Dream gone 
berserk. 

Helen: It’s got the form of an 
oil-strike, almost. Hard labour 
at the beginning, then slow 
build, and then the gusher at 
the end. 

Dan: That last line, “I’m 
finished!”, is the best last line 
of a film since Some Like It 
Hot. It’s perfect. 

Alex: It takes the piss to end 
a film like that. Even The 
Master, I think he would 
probably call a comedy. 

Dan: I love The Master. 

Alex: I haven’t heard that 
sentence uttered too often. 


Dan: Am [ an outlier on this? 
Alex: Very much so. I admire 
The Master. 

Helen: I think it’s stunning- 
looking. 

Nick: It was the first of his films 
to leave me cold, to be honest. 
Alex: It’s a cold film, though. 
Dan: I love it. At that time 
Iwas reading quite a lot about 
the group/religion on which 

it is possibly based, and 

I thought it was a really 
interesting take on it. And 
Talso particularly loved that 
central relationship. 

Helen: It doesn’t feel 
satisfying to me in the same 
way as There Will Be Blood. 
Alex: It keeps you at arm’s 
length. 

Nick: It’s abrasive. 

Helen: Well, would abrasive be 
the right word for Inherent Vice? 
Alex: I sound like a complete 
doofus, but I saw that film, 
didn’t get on with it, didn’t 


understand it, didn’t really 
like it. 

Nick: It’s by design hard work. 
You're untangling a mystery 
from the perspective of 

a drug-loving detective. 
Alex: It’s one of those films 
where you can see that everyone 
involved is having the time of 
their life, but maybe not us. 
Helen: Thomas Pynchon is 
famously unadaptable and 
maybe this proves it. 

Dan: It’s low on my list. If 
you're going to watch one 
comedy-noir mystery with 

a stoner protagonist, you 
should probably watch The 
Big Lebowski. 

Helen: Well, that’s just, like, 
your opinion, man. Onwards 
to Phantom Thread. 


AGREE? DISAGREE? 
WRITE IN AND TELL US AT: 


THE TOP NINE 


Dan: I could easily, in real 


: f MAGNOLIA 
life, say, “entirely too much (1999) 
movement at breakfast” 
to people. 


Nick: This is my number 
one. The previous two left 
me cold, but it’s got the 
emotion back, it’s hilarious, 
it’s a great character study and 
it’s a brilliant relationship 
movie. I don’t think there’s 
been a film that’s shown quite 
this kind of relationship: all 
about control. The ending is 
absolutely incredible. 
Alex: Woodcock is dominant 
but actually quite likes being BOOGIE NIGHTS 
submissive. (1297) 
Helen: I read a piece at the 
time that said he’s not actually 
a genius designer, but expects 
everyone to defer to him as if 
he is. Which amps up what is 
actually quite a funny film. 
Alex: He’s a big old toxic PHENTOMERCEn 
bastard. But it does dig into (2017) 
his humanity. 
Nick: It’s a beautiful film. It’s 
got this real romantic sweep to 
it. The New Year’s Eve ball, the 
shots there are unbelievable. 
Alex: It was almost like 
Anderson was reinventing 

: : : PUNCH-DRUNK LOVE 
himself again. Tonally, it’s (2002) 


unlike anything he’s ever done. 
ic} 


THERE WILL BE BLOOD 
(2007) 


Nick: No human could eat 
that breakfast, by the way. 
Alex: Daniel Day-Lewis 
probably did. For two years. 
Nick: And that’s why he retired. 
Helen: Licorice Pizza? 

Dan: Yes, please. 

Alex: It’s an odd one for me. 
It’s acharming film. I love 
both those leads in it — Cooper 
Hoffman, Philip Seymour 
Hoffman’s son, and Alana Haim. 
But it doesn’t make me fallin 
love with them as a couple. 
Dan: Bradley Cooper as Jon 
Peters! Come on! 

Nick: That for me is the 
highlight by a country mile. 
Helen: I loved so much about 
this film, but the things I didn’t 
like, like the relationship, took 
me out of it. But it’s also 

a glorious running film. 

Alex: Lots of running. As there 
was in Punch-Drunk Love. 
Helen: Alright, enough 
squabbling. Let’s vote! 


THE MASTER 
(2012) 


LICORICE PIZZA 
(2021) 


HARD EIGHT 


HARD EIGHT 
(1996) 


INHERENT VICE 


LETTERS@GEMPIREMAGAZINE.COM / @EMPIREMAGAZINE (2014) 
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HOW CORD JEFFERSON TURNED ERASURE INTO 


, AND WON AN OSCAR 


WORDS CHRIS HEWITT 


ONE OF THE few films to briefly halt the 
runaway Oppenheimer train on Oscars night 
back in March was American Fiction, which 
triumphed in the Best Adapted Screenplay 
category (also besting Barbie, Poor Things and 
The Zone Of Interest). And rightly so — because 
writer/director Cord Jefferson’s screenplay is 
not only something of a marvel in its own 
right, but a masterclass in adapting a novel for 
the big screen. 

The novel in question was Percival Everett’s 
Erasure, which shares a basic story with American 
Fiction — a frustrated African-American writer, 
Thelonius ‘Monk’ Ellison (Jeffrey Wright), 
decides to fashion an alter-ego for himself — 
Stagg R. Leigh — and write a stereotypically 
Black book in disgust at the way he sees the 
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industry going; but of course, the book becomes 
a huge hit. Jefferson was a big fan of Erasure, but 
after cutting his teeth on Damon Lindelof’s 
Watchmen series for HBO, had come to believe 
that regarding a text as sacred was not the way 
to go. “My thinking when it came to adapting 
this novel was, ‘I don’t have to hew so closely to 
the text,” Jefferson tells Empire, in an interview 
conducted shortly before the Oscars. “What 

I needed to hew closely to was the essence of 
what Percival was trying to get at.” 

There are several major changes from the 
book. There’s the title, for one. American Fiction 
is not Erasure erasure, but a title that Jefferson 
settled upon after he was talked out of his 
original choice: ‘Fuck’, which was inspired by 
a section in the book in which an enraged Monk 
changes the name of his novel to the least 
commercial, most offensive thing he can think 


of. Only to, once again, find people lapping it 
up. “That was probably the scene that made 
me laugh the hardest,” says Jefferson. “And it’s 
rare that I laugh out loud when I’m reading. 
But I was told that they wouldn’t even give the 
film a rating.” 

In both novel and movie, Monk’s beloved 
sister Lisa (Tracee Ellis Ross) dies early on, 
thrusting Monk into an emotional crisis, but 
also in essence burdening him with the ongoing 
care of his mother (Leslie Uggams), who is 
slowly sliding into dementia. In Erasure, Lisa 
is murdered. In American Fiction, she dies of 
a heart attack. “If you have a sister, who works in 
an abortion clinic, murdered by an anti-abortion 
activist,” explains Jefferson, “that just changes 
the tone of the entire movie. So it felt like there 
were some things I needed to modulate and shift 
in order to make the movie I wanted to make.” 


Clockwise from main: Monk (Jeffrey Wright); Jefferson Cord 
on set; Monk’s brother Clifford (Sterling K. Brown); Mum Agnes 
(Leslie Uggams) and love interest Coraline (Erika Alexander); 


With sister Lisa (Tracee Ellis Ross); Cord with his cast. 


That film, Jefferson decided, was 
“something that had a little bit more levity, that 
felt a little bit more inviting to people.” Which 
meant that a subplot in which Monk discovers 
that his father, who was a serial philanderer, had 
a secret family, including a half-sister whom 
Monk meets for the first time, was jettisoned. 
“Percival and I have become pretty close 
friends,” says Jefferson. “The thing he always 
tells me is, ‘It’s clear you used my book as a 
launchpad, but you’ve made something that’s 
your own.” Everett, in fact, gave Jefferson the 
rights to the book for free. “After we spoke on 
the phone the first time, he said, ‘I could tell 
that you understood the spirit of the novel.’ His 
approval meant the world to me.” 

The biggest change, though, was saved 
for the end. In the novel, Monk — who, as Stagg, 
has been invited to serve as judge in a literary 
competition, the winner of which is, to his 
horror, his own book — takes to the stage to 
accept the award and, possibly, reveal his true 
identity. “It felt like a good ending for the novel, 
but I felt like it’d be an unsatisfying end for a 
film,” says Jefferson. And so he began to search 
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“The ending 
just poured out 
of me.I wrote 
it in about 15, 
20 minutes.” 


for asuitable conclusion. One potential ending, 
in which Monk goes to his ex-girlfriend’s house, 
is in the film, but wouldn’t work as the climax. 
“T knew even as I was writing that, that that was 
the wrong ending,” he says. “I put it there as 
kind of a placeholder.” 

Time was running out. “We were about 
a month out of pre-production,” he recalls. “And 
one of the producers called me and said, ‘We 
need to come up with what the ending is going 
to be, because we’re going to start shooting soon. 
Try to come up with an ending that feels as 
audacious as the rest of the film.” A tall order. 
But Jefferson went to bed that night, and 
when he woke up the next morning, “that 
ending just poured out of me. I wrote it in 
about 15, 20 minutes”. 

That ending, then. After a hard cut from the 
awards ceremony, we reveal that Monk is now 
pitching his story to a Hollywood director 
(Adam Brody), who loves everything but the 
ending. So Monk desperately pitches a series of 
climaxes, ending in a deliberately over-the-top 
scene in which ‘Monk’ is shot by cops who 
have mistaken his trophy for a gun. “It feels 
unexpected,” laughs Jefferson. “It feels like 
a big swing. Damon Lindelof says that writing 
is leaving yourself clues along the way, and 
when I was writing that, I realised that Monk is 
talking all the time about being killed by cops. 
That was a clue that I left myself that I hadn’t 
even considered.” 

But, just to put one last bow on it, Jefferson 
decided that this end, in which we “watch Monk 
selling out in real time”, wasn’t a happy ending 
for the character. Hence the film’s final scene, 
in which Monk walks out of the movie studio 
with a movie deal in his metaphorical pocket, 
reconciles with his estranged brother Cliff 
(Sterling K. Brown) and shares a knowing nod 
with a Black extra who’s dressed as a slave. 
“He’s found his way back to the rest of the 
world,” says Jefferson. “Monk at the beginning 
of the film, his interaction with that guy goes 
much more differently. We witness how 
much he’s grown.” Whether Monk’s own 
screenplay winds up winning an Oscar is very 
much left up in the air. But he’d have a doozy of 
an acceptance speech. 


AMERICAN FICTION IS OUT NOW ON PRIME VIDEO 
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SPOILER SPECIAL 


All Of Us 
strangers 
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TALK TO ANYONE who’s seen it and — 
possibly through hacking sobs — they will tell 
you that Andrew Haigh’s All Of Us Strangers 
is one of the most moving, unusual films 

of the decade. It centres on Adam (Andrew 
Scott), alonely man who returns to his 
childhood home and finds his parents (Claire 
Foy and Jamie Bell) waiting for him, even 
though they died over 30 years earlier. He 
tries to process his relationship with them 
while also attempting to build a new one 
with his melancholy neighbour, Harry (Paul 
Mescal). Ghosts, love and despair interweave 
ina story that’s both heartbreaking and 
headscratching. Here, Haigh casts light on 
some of the film’s secrets. 


HEAD IN THE CLOUDS 


We open on an eerie shot of Adam’s face 
seemingly floating over London. “He’s 
actually behind glass,” says Haigh. “It’s not his 
reflection. This city is reflected in the glass 
[of his high-rise flat], but it’s very hard to 
understand what youre seeing.” That was 
exactly the point. “I wanted to say in that 


opening image, a) this is a story about someone 
alone, looking out and looking for answers, and 
b) don’t expect it to be completely rooted in 


reality.” That’s why there are no mobile 
phones at any point. “I want you to feel like 
this is real, but somehow something feels 
alittle bit shifted. You can’t go to places 

the film goes if you start from a realistic 
point... Then it becomes a film about a person 
going crazy.” 


LOVE IN A HOPELESS PLACE 


When Adam and Harry meet, at Adam’s door, 

it’s far from romantic. Harry is sad and drunk; 
Adam too cautious to let him in. Although fans 
have multiple theories, Haigh says this scene is 
the last time we see Harry alive. “People have 
different opinions on this, but to me he is alive at 
that point... That is the night that he dies. If you 
watch the film again and think of it like that, 

I think you'll be able to see it.” 


DADDY ISSUES 


When Adam first encounters his dad, before 
the audience even realises who this is, they’re 
both walking into a forest. If you initially read 
a seductive element in that scene, that was 
deliberate. “It’s always weird to me that people 
are never surprised when a straight man ends 
up with someone a little bit like his mum,” 
laughs Haigh. “Of course, it’s probably the 


mae 


same for gay guys too. They might end up 
with someone a little bit like their dad. 
There’s something similar between [Adam’s 
dad] and Harry [visually]. They’ve both 

got moustaches.” That forest moment isn’t 
about sex, but Adam’s yearning for love and 
safety. “It’s not that he wants to have sex with 
his dad. It’s the deep connection between 
familial love and romantic love. It’s one we 
always try and separate, but they come from 
the same place.” 


SPIRITED DISCUSSIONS 


“Can they leave the house? Can they eat? 

What do they do when Adam’s not there?” 
Haigh had many debates about what rules 
should apply to the (possible) spirits in his story 
but decided there was no need to define how 
Adam’s parents exist. “If you assume they’re 
ghosts, then someone else is living in that house 
and Adam is going into their home,” he says. 
“Then logic becomes very untethered. But 

I liked the idea of pushing you into certain 
questions and then being, ‘No, it’s not that sort 
of story’... For me, it had to be closer to a dream, 
when all our unconscious desires bubble to the 
surface. Dreams make absolutely no sense yet 
feel logical somehow.” 


MOMENTS OF MADNESS 


On the first day of shooting, Haigh was still not 
certain audiences would buy a middle-aged man 
having younger parents. “The first scene we shot 
was [Adam and his parents] around the table 
when he first comes back,” he says. “We were 

all quite nervous about whether it would work. 
And it did work. I believe that they are his 
parents.” That freed him up to embrace some 

of the film’s bigger swings. “Scenes like the mum 
singing along to the Pet Shop Boys around the 
Christmas tree, or Adam getting into bed in 
those ridiculous pyjamas — I wanted to be on 
the edge of the absurd, because it’s an absurd 
set-up. And I want you to be okay to laugh at 
some of that... I wanted to put the audience 

a little bit off-balance.” 


THE BIG REVEAL 

Holding back the secret of Harry’s death 
meant anew kind of storytelling for Haigh, 
who has never been one for twists. He decided 
early on that he wouldn’t make the film hinge 
on the moment of revelation. “I came to 

the decision that I didn’t mind too much if 
people thought he was dead,” he says, and he 
sowed plenty of moments where audiences 
could tell Harry wasn’t rooted to logic. “There’s 
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a lot of strange stuff happening. He’s in 
[Adam’s] bed with him and his parents at 

one point.” The only person who couldn’t 
know Harry was dead was Harry. Again, Haigh 
leaned into the story’s dream logic. “Clearly it 
makes absolutely no logical sense [that Harry 
doesn’t know he’s dead]. But emotionally that 
all made sense.” 


WE ARE ALL MADE OF STARS 


The film’s final moment, when Adam holds 
Harry as he fades to... something, leaves many 
questions. Did any of this happen? Is Harry 
Adam’s invention? To Haigh, “The truth is... that 
out of Adam’s longing he has brought whatever 
into existence. It could all be in his head or you 
can read it as ghosts. I leave it up to the audience 
how logical they want to be. Do they want it to 
actually be that these three people are ghosts or 
does it all exist as a manifestation of Adam’s 
longing? To me, the latter is my understanding 
of it.” He says his “understanding”, because 

he feels the film “has become something else 

a little bit out of my control” and doesn’t 
consider his explanation to be definitive. All 
interpretations are valid. 


ALL OF US STRANGERS IS ON DISNEY+ NOW 
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VAMPIRE WEEKEND: PART TWO 


PREVIOUSLY... I INPUT the keyword “vampire” 
and spent a weekend streaming anything I’d not 
already seen. I’ve covered the Empire cult beat 
for nearly 300 issues, right? I must have watched 
pretty much every fang flick. I’d be done by 
mid-afternoon Saturday, leaving the rest of the 
weekend free for improving literature (comics), 
fine foods (custard creams) and long, healthy 
walks (to the fridge and back). Uh, no. 

Here’s what I sat through (with notes). 


SATURDAY... 


Vampires Vs. The Bronx: vampire metaphor for 
gentrification, Zoe Saldafia cameo, Sarah Gadon 
with fangs (plus), Goonies-esque Blade wannabes 
(minus); V For Vengeance: vampire vigilante 
sisters, Graham Greene — vampire hunter; Billie 
The Kid: cheap Western with Nosferatu lookalike 
in a silly Stetson hat; Dark Seduction: black-and- 
white private-eye parody, surprisingly smart; 
Black As Night: better hood-kids versus vampires 
film, with Keith David as arch-vamp; Vampire 
Riderz: vampire bikers attack coach for... reasons, 
a bit scruffy; Eternal: Basic Instinct-Countess 
Dracula mix, elegantly trashy; The House Next 
Door: inessential sequel to unfunny Meet The 
Blacks, annoying vampire pimp; Family Blood: 
downbeat, edgy addiction metaphor, written by 
Empire Big Screen quiz winner Nick Savvides; 
and Bloodline: Egyptian parents use v-blood to 
revive comatose kid, curiously compelling 
family horror soap opera. 


Top: Sisters to the rescue in V For Vengeance (2022). Above: 
Danni and the vampire in, yes, Danni And The Vampire (2020). 


CRYPT KEEPERS 


SUNDAY... 


Danni And The Vampire: quirky pixie gal-and- 
vamp comedy with interesting dark side; The 
Vampire Next Door: yes, Fright Night and The 
Girl Next Door thrown into a blender; The 
Sisterhood: zero-budget sorority sacrifices, crude 
effects, speech-balloon dialogue; Sleepless Nights: 
rough-hewn secret-war talkathon; A Vampire In 
The Family: Brazilian sitcom dad resents brother- 
in-law fronting for Dracula; He Never Died: Henry 
Rollins as immortal flesheater in a You Were 
Never Really Here scenario (excellent film, best of 
this batch); Hawk & Rev: Vampire Slayers: laugh- 
light slacker comedy; Hood Vamps: home-made 
Lady Blacula pic; Apocrypha: dysfunctional 
romance with amnesiac vampires; and Blood 
Shot: terrible in all the best ways, as a hulking, 
bald, pointy-eared vampire (Michael Bailey Smith) 
takes out sheik Brad Dourif’s terrorist cell 
(depicted so broadly that Team America: World 
Police seems politically nuanced by comparison). 


So what — apart from the fact that there is still 

a slew of lower-down-the-algorithm vampire 
movies which would take another weekend to get 
through — have I learned from my bloodsucking 
marathon? Going weird makes for more 
memorable v-flicks than repeating stake/garlic/ 
fang jokes, and the most influential movies of the 
genre are currently Nosferatu (1922), Blacula 
(1972), Fright Night (1985) and Blade (1998). 


POST-SCRIPT: Dracula On Holiday — which made 
$247 worldwide — has turned up on Prime 
Video... so look for me on that in a future column. 
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David 
Dastmalchian 


HOLLYWOOD'S KING OF 
KOOK ON MOMENTS FROM 
HIS SCREEN LIFE 


WORDS CHRIS HEWITT 


“THE FIRST PERSON IT ever really latched 
onto as a hero was Lon Chaney,” says David 
Dastmalchian. And you can see why. The 48- 
year-old American may not have reached Man Of 
A Thousand Faces status just yet, but he’s giving 
ita damn good go, using his natural intensity as 
a starting point to create a mob of memorable 
and mostly madcap characters, culminating 

in this month’s Late Night With The Devil, in 
which he plays a’70s talk-show host who has 

an encounter with a demon live on air. Here, he 
looks back at images from his wild career to date. 


HOST WITH THE GHOST 
LATE NIGHT WITH THE DEVIL (2024) 


“We're in Melbourne, Australia, at the 
Docklands Studios, and I’m staring at the 
incredible Ingrid Torelli, who was just chillingly 
horrifying as Lilly. This was, for me, the first 
time to play a role that was not only a leading 
man, but a character who was so outside of 
myself. Yes, Jack Delroy looks like me, with 
sideburns and’70s hair and a bad suit, but 

there was more to it than that. The way he used 
his face, the way he used his hands, the way he 
used his voice. It was an incredibly intense 
challenge for me. We only had the full audience 
for a few days of shooting, but we had the 

band almost every day. Imagine having a live 
band playing every time you walk on stage. 

It’s pretty awesome.” 


E SUMMER 2024 


NO LAUGHING MATTER 
THE DARK KNIGHT (2008) 

“This was the first time I had ever been on a film 
set. When I was offered the role of Joker’s Thug’, 
I wasn’t given any scripts. But I’ve been reading 
Batman Detective Comics my whole life, and 

I crafted an opinion about who would work for the 
Joker. So I thought, “What if I can’t speak? What if 
the only way I communicate is through giggling, 
and it’s actually me trying to get help, trying to 
communicate something important?’ Chris 
Nolan really helped me calm down. I was super- 
intimidated, and he was very supportive.” 


DARKEST HOUR 
THE BOOGEYMAN (202s) 


“Lester Billings was a big challenge for me. I didn’t 
want to do it. I said no several times because I’ve 
wrestled with suicide attempts and self-harm 
and suicidal ideation and intense battles with 
depression and anxiety. And there’s Lester, in 
the middle of all of that. I really thought about 
the way I moved, the way I breathed, the way 
Icame up with thoughts, and hopefully when you 
watch it, you just see this devastatingly haunted 
man who is being engrossed by the darkness of 
despair, which manifests as the Boogeyman.” 


Capital Pictures, Getty Images, Landmark 


BRIGHT SPOTS 
THE SUICIDE SQUAD (2021) 


“James Gunn is a genius. I cried pretty hard 
the first day we did a camera test with the 
geniuses, and I mean geniuses, at Legacy FX. 
They put me into the bubbly grotesquerie of 
Polka Dot Man and James came over and he 
hugged me and I just started crying. I said, ‘This 
is the dream I’ve wanted my whole life, to 

not only find the character within my heart, 
within my voice and body, but now I get to 
completely look like something so grotesquely 
beautiful,’ It was like Elephant Man meets the 
Hunchback Of Notre Dame and a Christmas 
tree all at once.” 


THE SAND WORM 
DUNE: PART ONE (2021) 


“Denis Villeneuve, who has given me so many 
opportunities to bring so many cool characters 
to life, all of a sudden calls me and says, ‘’'m 
ready to kill you again.’ And he sends me this 
concept art from the great Sam Hudecki, and 

I see Piter De Vries and I say, ‘Oh my God, Denis, 
do you know how much I love this character and 
how much I love this book?’ This is my dream. 
This is my moment to embrace all the love for 
Boris Karloff and Christopher Lee.” 


QUANTUMANIAC 

ANT-MAN AND THE WASP: 

QUANTUMANIA (2023) 

“There’s my little Veb! There he is! My daughter 
called him a pink pickle jar of goo. Peyton [Reed] 
said, ‘Look, we’re not including Kurt and the 
ex-con guys in this new film, but I’d really love to 
have you play this character we’ve created for the 
film.’ I was so excited because I’d never had an 
opportunity to play a character like that before, 
where I got to create the look, the movement, 
the voice, all from my imagination. Sadly, just a 
few days into my starting production, my father 
passed away. They said, “Would you like to go 
home right now?’ I said, ‘I’d actually love to come 
back into work. I can’t imagine being around 

a better group of people at such a sad time.” 
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HEAD TO HEAD 
PRISONERS (2013) 


“T felt very scared of having to do this scene, 
because I knew it was going to involve self- 
harm, and I’m a person who has survived 
self-harm. But because I was in the hands of 
Denis [Villeneuve], such a caring, loving 
director, I knew I was safe to go there. I love 
technical acting where it’s like, ‘On the count of 
three, youre going to hit your head on this tiny 
little pad that’s on the edge of this table, and 
youre gonna splash a bloody sponge against 
your nose, and you've got to hide it so the 
camera doesn’t see it.’ It’s about the jazz of it all, 
finding a way to be reactive while putting your 
fist or your hand exactly where it needs to be.” 


HAIR-RAISING EXPERIENCE 
ANT-M 


(2015) 

“So, I auditioned first for Edgar Wright for this 
role. I’m the kind of actor that will show up to an 
audition in character, with a costume. I think 
Thad a gold chain, I had my hair shaggy, I had 

a beard. And then the movie went into chaos, 
and I didn’t even know if I was going to be a part 
of the film. When I was informed I was, I went 
down to Atlanta, walked into the hair and 
make-up trailer and met people who became 
lifelong friends of mine. Yvette Stone, who was 
my hair artist, and I just decided that Kurt was 
this huge Elvis fan. With that in mind, they just 
started building up the hair higher and higher 
and bigger and bigger with the sideburns, and 

I loved it. Kurt’s one of my favourite characters. 
I miss him. I think there’s a movie someday 
where Kurt and Veb team up and go on an 
intergalactic adventure together.” 


LATE NIGHT WITH THE DEVIL IS NOW STREAMING ON SHUDDER 
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Cool Han 
Luke 


HOW ICONIC IMAGES 
CAME TO LIFE 


WORDS IAN FREER 


PIRE SUMMER 2024 


THE ORIGIN 


“Tneed 50 eggs.” So begins the greatest scene 
in eggsploitation cinema. The most famous 
moment in Cool Hand Luke sees Luke Jackson 
(Paul Newman), incarcerated in a Southern 
prison for breaking the heads off several 
parking meters, claiming he can eat a half- 
century of eggs in an hour, followed by a flurry 
of betting (one rule: no throwing up). What 
follows starts as a comedy montage, builds like 
atense sports movie and ultimately makes 
Rocky Balboa’s five-egg protein shake look like 
Saturday Kitchen. 

“Luke is the myth of Sisyphus, which is 
the guy who had to roll the rock up to the 
top of the hill and every day it would roll down 
and he would have to repeat it,” recalled director 
Stuart Rosenberg. “Luke’s attitude is: ‘I’m not 
giving in.” 

The scene had its origins in the 1965 source 
novel written by Donn Pearce, a former burglar 
who based the novel on his own experiences 
while serving on a chain gang in Florida. In 
prison, Pearce was the “working champion” and 
most pertinent here, “the eating champion”, 


though it is unknown if he personally tucked 
away 50 free-range fuckers. 


THE SHOOT 


The scene was captured on the first day of 
shooting on the Warner Bros. lot, three weeks 
before the end of filming. 

“The propmen cooked 200 hardboiled eggs,” 
recalled co-star George Kennedy. “The second 
day, the smell of overnight hardboiled eggs 
permeated the entire stage. Nobody went near 
them. The third day we could hardly come to 
work. We would shoot until the sequence was 
over and all the actors, Paul included, ran for the 
door outside to get some air.” 

There are conflicting reports about how 
many eggs Newman did actually consume. 
Clifton James (who played guard Carr) 
recalled 12 eggs. Kennedy (who played Clarence 
‘Dragline’ Slidell, Luke’s “official egg-peeler”) 
believed “probably in the neighbourhood of 
eight”. Other recollections suggest it was far 
fewer. “The editing in that sequence is brilliant 
because you think he ate every egg but he 
didn’t,” said assistant director Hank Moonjean. 


Getty Images 


Paul Newman 
provided cold 
beers from the 
trunk of his sedan 
for his fellow 
actors playing 
convicts — 
a real-life 
Andy Dufresne. 


Newman also 
had the muscular 
control to distend 

his stomach 
so Luke looked 
bloated at the 
conclusion of 
the scene. Is there 
anything this guy 
can’t do? 


The competition 
has sparked 
religious 
interpretations 
(Luke ends the 
contest flat out on 
his back in a 
crucifix position) 


and numerous 


pop-culture 
“T don’t think he even ate one.” 
Shawn Levy’s biography Paul 
Newman: A Life recalls Newman 
telling an interviewer, “I never 
swallowed an egg.” When the 
journalist challenged the star, 
a member of the Lee Strasberg 
School, that surely Method acting 
was about doing the real thing, he 
simply responded, “Not if you have 
to swallow eggs.” 


THE LEGACY 


Whatever the veracity, the scene 
underwent the 1960s equivalent of 

going viral, copy-cat contests springing up 
throughout college campuses and among 
the troops in Vietnam. It’s been parodied, of 
course (particular kudos to Malcolm In The 
Middle). For director Rosenberg, it’s “one 

of my favourite scenes because to find a way 


riffs (Malcom 

In The Middle 
did a spoof 
involving 100 


marshmallows). 


An urban myth, 
that the set was 
hit by a wave 
of flatulence, 
turned out to be 


a load of old guff. 


Right: Simon 
Pegg, aka 


Nandor Fodor. 


of being funny in those conditions was Invisible 
daunting”. An hour in story-time reduced to mongoose 
five minutes in screen-time, the result is nowhere to 
poached to perfection. be seen. 


FINAL CUT 


PRODUCER CLARE BATEMAN-KING ON NANDOR 
FODOR AND THE TALKING MONGOOSE’S BACKERS 


“THE PRODUCERS, CAST, 
AND CREW WISH TO 
THANK THE MEMBERS 


OF GEF $ ARMY. 


LEGION 
7 


W 


adie | 


MOST MOVIES PLAY it safe when it comes to their Special Thanks 
sections. A couple of names here, maybe an organisation or two 
there. But not Nandor Fodor And The Talking Mongoose (renamed 
The Detective on certain platforms). As the credits roll on the 
Simon Pegg drama, about a real-life paranormal investigator who 
travels to the Isle Of Man to dig into an apparent manifestation 
of, well, a talking mongoose called Gef, a new section appears, 
headed by “The Producers, Cast, And Crew Wish To Thank The 
Members (And Mongooses) Of Gef’s Army”. And then thousands 
of names appear, presented alphabetically. This is Gef’s Army. It 
takes nearly three minutes to get through all 3,500, all of whom 
invested a minimum of $40 in Legion M, one of the production 
companies behind the film. In exchange, says producer Clare 
Bateman-King, they received a credit. 
“You see it an awful lot with short films,” she tells Empire. 
“For the average person, getting their name up on a big screen 
is a huge deal. And we’ve had some very emotional stories, people 
whose father had died and they put his name up because he 
always wanted to have his name on a movie.” 
Even the most rudimentary mathematics would tell you that 
3,500 people at $40 a pop (minimum) raised at least $140,000, 
a huge amount for an indie. “That budget gets put into 
a “marketing,” says Bateman-King. “With small films, every 
penny helps.” And it worked so well that Legion M has 
done it twice more since, for My Dead Friend Zoe and 
William Shatner doc You Can Call Me Bill. “Part of what 
Legion M does is trying to give these small investors 
a sense of ownership over the projects,” adds 
Bateman-King. “It brings a warm, fuzzy feeling to 
an awful lot of people.” Not to mention mongooses. 
CHRIS HEWITT 


NANDOR FODOR AND THE TALKING MONGOOSE, AKA THE 
DETECTIVE, IS ON PRIME VIDEO NOW AND ON DIGITAL 
PLATFORMS FROM 27 MAY 
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The 
Ultimate |p ~ Leal 
Empire 
QUIZ 


ARE YOU READY? 
[THIS MONTH 


RIDLEY SCOTT 


In Roy Batty’s death speech in Blade Runner, 
what does he recall seeing glitter in the dark? 


Thelma & Louise is widely considered to be 
Brad Pitt’s breakout role. What is the name 
of his character? 


Which of Scott’s movies grossed the most at 
the worldwide box office, with $630 million? 


i0 How many Oscars did Gladiator win 


| What is Robin’s real name in Scott’s 2010 
(including Best Picture): 4, 5 or 7? 


adaptation of the legend of Robin Hood? 


| Who is the first Prometheus crew-member 


Le wrote the book upon which The 
to die in the film of the same name? 


Before he directed feature films, Ridley Scott Martian is based? 


directed commercials, including an iconic one 


called ‘Boy On The Bike’. For which company? j In Alien: Covenant, which actor plays the j Which major star is uncredited for his role 
captain of the starship Covenant, who dies as King Baldwin IV of Jerusalem in 
What is the name of the young design in the film’s first 15 minutes? Kingdom Of Heaven? 
student who played the title role in 
Scott’s Alien? i3 The Last Duel saw Ben Affleck and Matt | Apart from Anthony Hopkins (of course), 
Damon reunite to write a screenplay which actor returned for Scott’s Hannibal, 


How many times has Scott been nominated together for the first time since Good Will 
Hunting. Who was their co-writer? 


reprising his role from The Silence Of The Lambs? 
for the Best Director Oscar? Bonus points 

for naming the films. | 8 The Counsellor marked the first screenplay 
by which legendary novelist? 

4 What is the name of the company he formed 
with his brother, the late, great Tony? ie Jerry Goldsmith provided the music for 
Legend’s European version and Director’s 
Name all five movies that Scott has made Cut. Who provided the score for the US version? 

5 with Russell Crowe. Point for each one. 

2 In The Bear Season 2, Richie (Ebon Moss- 

Bachrach) has a poster for a Scott film 


G Released in 1977, what was Scott’s first 
on the wall of his apartment. Which one is it? 


feature film as director? 
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FINAL CUT 


WIN 


FOUR CULT 
EURO-HORRORS 


CROSSWORD 


HHHiHhHhi 
rey Ee | Et Ee 

a no all 
Zana Be 
a 17 


eee 
SERRE ZEEE 


Se SHES 
2s 2 
ACROSS DOWN 


Could be Hilary or Haylie or Anne-Marie or — To Leave (Park Chan-wook film) (8) 


THIS MONTH SEES the release of existentialist 
horror Pandemonium, from French writer- 


beer (4) 

Actor who teamed up with Jagger for a cult 
Performance (5,3) 

Frankenstein, Michael Myers and the Were- 
Rabbit have all had one (6) 

He mentors Kate Bishop (7) 

The first of her four Oscar nominations was for 
Atonement (7,5) 

Tim Roth’s Reservoir Dogs colour (6) 

Power out of Nightmare Alley (6) 

He was on screen most recently as the 
cantankerous Professor Hunham (4,8) 
Sydney, who made Tootsie and They Shoot 
Horses, Don’t They? (7) 

— Rhapsody (Sarah Jessica Parker movie) (5) 
It gets ridden in Dune: Part Two (8) 

Mark, who’s been Robert Baratheon and The 
Full Monty’s Dave (4) 


Her title is Imperator (7) 
Acting sister of Elizabeth and Mary-Kate (6) 

A princess in The Witcher who’s now 
in a kingdom ruled by (6,5) 
One of its taglines was, “Trust a few. Fear the 
rest” (1-3) 
Ted or Baloo or Paddington, for example (4) 
“He’s the rootinest, tootinest cowboy in the wild, 
wild west” (5) 
Jones, who played Ruth Bader Ginsburg for 
a 2018 biopic (8) 
The film chosen for Shawshank State Prison’s 
movie night (6) 
Sean Connery’s High Noon in space (7) 
It links Hartnett’s park with Sergeant Howie (6) 
See 
Who to put the blame on in (4) 
They’re led by Caesar (4) 


director Quarxx. Following a man navigating 
the afterlife after his demise in a car crash, it’s 
a unique exploration of grief, fear and death 
— complete with demons and tortured souls 

— and laced with a dark humour. We have 

a copy of the film on Blu-ray for five winners, 

along with three other Euro-horrors for a 

suitably macabre sesh: Argento/Bava classic 

Demons; Spanish found-footage franchise 
REC; and finally Gaspar Noé’s Enter The Void, 

a neon-lit psycho-drama set in the seedier 
side of Tokyo. To enter, crack the crossword, 
solve the anagram and follow the instructions 
below. Cushion to hide behind not included. 


PANDEMONIUM IS OUT ON BLU-RAY AND STREAMING ON 
ARROW FROM 27 MAY 


HOW TO ENTER Take the letters from each coloured square and rearrange them to form the name of an actor, director or character. Visit 
www.empireonline.com/crossword and fill out the form, along with your answer, in the provided field. Entry is free and closes at midnight on 

5 June. Winners are selected at random. See below for terms and conditions. 

JUNE’S ANSWERS 1 Mick, 3 Dornan, 8 Cal, 9 Nosferatu, 10 Babette’s, 11 Stab, 13 Dogme, 15 Metal, 19 Ajak, 20 Apostles, 23 Joan Of Arc, 
24 Nia, 25 Glitch, 26 Zeus. 1 McCabe, 2 Caleb, 3 Disney, 4 Reef, 5 Ad Astra, 6 Anatomy, 7 Cubby, 12 Jessica, 14 Of A Fall, 16 Kaiju, 17 Splash, 
18 Isaacs, 21 Lange, 22 Don’t. ANAGRAM 


TERMS AND CONDITIONS: one entry per person. Entries are free. Entries must be received before 6 June or will not be valid. The Competition is only open to people aged 18 and over who live in the United Kingdom and are not a Bauer employee 

or their immediate family. Five winners will be selected at random from all valid entries. Competition promoted by H Bauer Publishing t/a Empire (“Empire”). Empire's choice of winners is final, and no correspondence will be entered into in this regard. The winners will 
be notified, via email, between seven and ten days after the competition ends. Empire will email the winners a maximum of three times. If a winner does not respond to the message within 14 days of the competition’s end, Empire will select another winner at random 
and the original winner will not win a prize. Empire is not responsible for late delivery or unsatisfactory quality of the prize. Entrants agree to the collection of their personal data in accordance with Empire's privacy policy: http:/Awww.bauerdatapromise.co.uk/. 
Winners’ personal details will be given to prize provider to arrange delivery of the prize. Bauer reserves the right to amend or cancel these terms or any aspect of the competition (including the prize) at any time if required for reasons beyond its control. 

Any questions, please email empire@bauermedia.co.uk. Complaints will not be considered if made more than 30 days after the competition ends. Winner's details available on request (after the competition ends) by emailing empire@bauermedia.co.uk. 

For full T&Cs see http://Awww.bauerlegal.co.uk/competition-terms.html 
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FINAL CUT 


Meet Joe 
Black 


CHOSEN BY 
DOUG JONES 
(ACTOR) 


Doug Jones: “I love happy endings. Among 
my favourite films ever is Meet Joe Black, 
with Brad Pitt, Claire Forlani and Anthony 
Hopkins. It’s the goodbye scene, where Brad 
Pitt comes back over the bridge by himself, 
having been reconnected with his own body. 
Death has taken Anthony Hopkins with him. 
That scene where he comes back and he and 
Claire Forlani can start their real life... that 
was such a beautiful setting, two of the most 
beautiful people on film I’ve ever seen, and the 
happily-ever-after was about to happen and 
I was like, ‘Yes!’ After a three-hour movie, it 
was the most satisfying thing I’d ever seen.” 


Joe Black, aka Death (Brad Pitt), is finally ready to 


take Bill Parrish (Anthony Hopkins), the father of 
the young woman — Susan (Claire Forlani) — 


E SUMMER 2024 


with whom Death has fallen in love. More 
importantly, Bill is ready. After a brief conversation 
at Bill’s birthday party, while fireworks crackle in 
the sky, the two turn and walk towards a bridge in 
Bill’s grounds. Bill stops, looks at Joe. 


Bill: Should | be afraid? 
Joe: Not a man like you. 


They continue walking. Susan, watching from 

a distance, walks, then runs, after them. They 
disappear over the bridge. Susan watches. 

Then, after a beat, Joe comes back, alone. But 
he’s clearly different. This is not Joe. This is the 
young man whose body Joe possessed, after his 
untimely death. The young man Susan fell in love 
with at a coffee shop at the beginning of the movie. 


Susan runs up to him. 

Susan: You’re here. 

Not Joe: You bet. 

Susan: Well, where did you go? 

Not Joe: | don’t know. (He looks completely 
dumbfounded, then laughs) |... | don’t know, you 
know? | — It’s all kind of blurred-up and hazy, 
but... would you know what | mean if | said | don’t 
think I’ll ever figure it out? And now I’m back. 


Susan: That’s it? 


Not Joe: Well, | don’t know what else to say, you 
know? Looks like a hell of a party. 


Susan: You think so? 
Not Joe: You look beautiful. You know, when 


you disappeared around the corner, | wasn’t 
sure if | was ever gonna see you again. 


Susan stops for a second, lost in thought. 

Not Joe: Hey, are you alright? 

Susan: The coffee shop. 

Not Joe: Yeah. | asked you if | said something 
wrong, you said no, it was so right it scared you, 
and then you said... forgive me for saying this, 
but... it’s been with me ever since... 

Susan: What has? 

Not Joe: You said you liked me. 

Susan: (Shaking her head) No. 

Not Joe: You didn’t? 

Susan: | said... | liked you so much. 

They smile at each other. 

Susan: Yeah. We know so little about each other. 
Not Joe: (Smiling) But we’ve got time. 


Susan nods. Tears in her eyes. 


Susan: Yeah. (Pause) | wish you could have 
known my father. 


Not Joe: Me too. Me too. 

Susan: What do we do now? 

Not Joe: (Smiling) It'll come to us. 

Susan: (Smiling and nodding) Yeah. 

They take each other’s hand and turn to walk 


towards the party, as the fireworks explode and 
boom over their heads and the music swells. 
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